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The Bridge of Death

	“You want us to go across that? What am I, a trapeze artist?” 

	Ava pointed at a rickety bridge made of wooden slats, supported by two large ropes. Normally, traversing a rope bridge wouldn’t be a big deal for Ava. However, this particular bridge stretched across a huge chasm, some two hundred feet high, with nothing below her hiking boots but a twisting muddy river teeming with caiman and flesh-eating piranhas.

	“I’m pretty sure I wrote that I was allergic to heights…and death on my application,” said Ava. 

	“Look, uhm…,” Miquel leaned in to read Ava’s iguana name badge, attached to her jacket. 

	Ava scrunched her nose; he smelled of mosquito repellent and stale sweat. “It’s Ava.” 

	“Right. Ava…hundreds of campers have crossed this bridge.”

	“And are they still living?” inquired Ava. “I have big plans for my life and they don’t include being eaten alive, or falling so far I run out of breath when I scream. Ahhhhhhhhh. Status check. Yep, still falling, ahhhhhhhh….” Ava kept screaming until she’d emptied her lungs of air.

	Carol clapped, and encouraged the others in their small group of campers to do so as well. “Stirring rendition, Aves.”

	Miquel took off his threadbare Yankees cap and wiped the sweat from his forehead with his shirtsleeve. He squinted at Ava, and then nodded. “Yeah, they’re still alive…well, most of them,” he smiled, revealing yellowed teeth that looked like old piano keys. 

	“Relax, Aves,” said Carol, nudging her best friend. “He’s just messing with you, and besides, look on the bright side. If the bridge collapses, it’s only like a….” She peered down into the steep ravine. “…Like a two hundred-foot fall, give or take a foot or two. No way you’d run out of breath. So, you’d definitely be alive when you die.”

	“That’s reassuring. Thanks for the pep talk.”

	“Glad I could help.” Carol grabbed her newly purchased safari hat as a gust of wind swept across the wooded chasm. The bridge groaned and rocked lazily back and forth. Thunder rumbled in the distance. The other campers looked up at Miquel nervously.

	Thunder was never good news when you were outside, about to cross a flimsy suspension bridge dangling hundreds of feet in the air.

	“Okay,” said Miquel, looking up at the sky, his demeanor becoming more serious. “No more chitchatting—we’ve got a storm coming. Marcia,” he said, turning to a twenty-something Brazilian woman wearing a camouflage hat and black wrap-around sunglasses. “Make sure we don’t lose anyone.”

	“Not to worry,” she nodded. “Okay, everyone,” she commanded, “single file, let’s go.” 

	“If I become piranha soup,” Ava hissed, “I’ll never speak to you again.”

	“Promise?” laughed Carol.

	“Ever!” declared Ava.

	“All right, Ava,” said Miquel, pointing at her. “You lead the pack.” 

	“What?” she asked incredulously. “Why me?”

	“Because the best way to overcome your fear is to face your fear. This is an Amazon Adventure Camp. You’re going to learn a lot about yourself while you’re here in the rainforest, and this is your first lesson.”

	“Can’t Carol take my spot? I loathe heights. I actually wrote a paper for school titled Gravity Hurts.”

	“It’s true,” Carol nodded. “It was poignant.”

	“Ava, quit stalling. There’s a storm coming, and I don’t know about you, but I think the rest of your friends would like to cross the bridge before it hits.”

	“Fine.” Ava rolled her eyes—dying, falling, being eaten by carnivorous aquatic life—none of those were at the top of her “Things I wanna do this summer” list. Adventure usually meant eating salad from a salad bar with no sneeze guard…or drinking milk two days past its expiration date. Now that was adventure. Plunging to her death…not so much.

	“Group leader, set an example,” Miquel encouraged brightly. “Come on.”

	“We’re doomed,” said Mason, a thirteen-year-old boy with bright green eyes and sandy brown hair. His friend Tony a skinny kid, with a mop of red hair, let out a low laugh.

	“Don’t worry about them,” whispered Carol, giving the boys the stink-eye.

	The bridge creaked and swayed as soon as Ava put her foot on the first board. Her heart lurched into her throat and grabbed her windpipe, nearly choking her. She imagined the board beneath her feet cracking—and then, she was plummeting down—down—down into the gaping jaws of a hungry caiman. Chomp. Chomp.

	“Ava, you got this. Breathe through your nose,” she heard Miquel’s calming voice. “And do what I do.” He reached out and grabbed the support rope with his right hand, held his balance, and then grabbed the other support rope with his left.

	Ava did her best to mimic him. She reached out, gripping the support ropes in a vice grip, her knuckles turning white. At least if the boards break, I can just hang here, forever.

	“Good,” he nodded, encouraging her. “Now loosen your grip, just a little so you can move, and keep your eyes on my back. We’ll be across in no time.”

	Ava didn’t speak a word; she kept her eyes zeroed in on Miquel’s sweaty back. In the dark recesses of her mind, she was trying to figure out how Carol, her best friend, had talked her into traveling to the Brazilian rainforest—and if Miquel, their intrepid guide, used deodorant, because if the bridge didn’t kill her, the noxious odor coming from his shirt surely would.
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Kaboom

	As soon as Ava’s feet touched terra firma on the other side of the chasm, she fell to her knees and kissed the ground, swearing she would never leave it again—and that she would plant a forest of daisies and tulips, in honor of solid land masses everywhere.

	Miquel stared at her, bewildered. “Is she okay?”

	“She loves nature,” explained Carol. She turned and addressed the group, gesturing to Ava. “We could all learn a valuable lesson from her.”

	“Great job,” said Marcia as she followed Lucas, the last of the campers, off the rickety bridge.

	Lucas grinned from ear to ear, pushed his glasses up his nose, hiked his shorts to his chest, and threw his fist into the air with a high-pitched celebratory “yah-hoo!”

	The celebration continued until his friend Rachael, who reminded Ava of Velma from Scooby-Doo, went in for a high-five, missed his hand, and smacked him across the face, sending his glasses flying.

	“Oops,” Rachael exclaimed. 

	Lucas picked up his glasses and blew off the lenses, his cheek burning from embarrassment and pain. 

	“Sorry,” gushed Rachael.

	“I choose her if we’re attacked by a baboon or a creature with fangs,” said Ava.

	“I second that motion,” added Carol. “She clearly has advanced swatting skills.” 

	“Oh Lord,” sighed Miquel, obviously wondering what he’d gotten himself into. “Everyone, gather around, gather around,” said Miquel, waving them into a tight circle. “Congratulations for making it across dead-man’s crossing, guys. That’s no easy task. Also great job, group leader.” He winked and gave her an awkward thumbs-up. 

	Ava saw Mason and Tony roll their eyes. “Dead-man’s crossing,” they snickered. 

	Boys, thought Ava, so obnoxious.

	“Base camp just texted me,” continued Miquel, pocketing his phone. “Looks like this storm is going to be a nasty one. We’re going to have to hustle to make it before it hits.”

	“How far away is base camp?” asked Rachael nervously. She looked at Marcia, then the sky, then back at Marcia.

	“About three kilometers from here. Not far,” she answered.

	“Three kilometers? What does that even mean?” asked Tony. “Can’t you just say the distance in miles?”

	“It’s about two miles, Tony,” explained Elliot from within the hood of his hoodie. “About thirty minutes if we average four miles per hour.”

	“Rad conversion skills, Elliot,” said Carol, clearly impressed. She gave him a giant thumbs-up.

	“Yeah, but why not just say two miles?” insisted Tony.

	“Very few countries use the imperial system of measurements—miles and feet,” explained Elliot. “Most use the metric system.”

	“Metric system.” Mason rolled his eyes. “Ridiculous.” His friend Tony nodded his head in agreement.

	“Rachael’s the group’s swatter, a.k.a. Anything Fanged Slayer, and Elliot can be our personal Google, if the internet goes down,” laughed Ava.

	Carol could see the hint of a smile on his face as he sucked in the compliment like a thirsty sponge. She’d learned on the bus that Elliot’s nickname was “Turtle.” Every once in a while, his tiny nose would protrude from the depths of his hoodie—but that wasn’t very often.

	So far, no one really knew what Elliot looked like, except for two almond-colored eyes, a small narrow nose, and lips that slightly puckered outwards from his braces.

	Thunder boomed through the ravine like a cannon, making everyone jump. A cacophony of caws erupted from the treetops as a flock of tanagers moved like a rainbow-colored cloud across the sky, seeking safety from the storm.

	“All right, we’re moving,” yelled Miquel. “Stay close!” 

	Miquel moved effortlessly through the jungle. He cut through thick vines and vegetation with his machete without missing a step. Occasionally, he would throw up his hands, stopping the group to let a colorful snake slither by, or to use the tip of his machete to hold back a branch that was home to a poisonous spider.

	“Wandering spider,” he called out, pointing to a large brown spider. “Extremely venomous.” The children slowly scooted by the branch, staring wide-eyed at the deadly spider.

	A zigzag of lightning lit up the sky, followed by a loud crackling explosion. Unseen animals shrieked in the trees, frightened by the ferocity of the incoming storm. Carol caught a look of concern in Miquel’s eyes. He threw up his hand, bringing the group to a halt.

	“What’s going on?” Lucas looked worriedly from Marcia to Miquel. “Why are we stopping?”

	“Dude is like a walking question mark,” scoffed Tony. 

	Miquel pulled out his phone and began speaking urgently in Portuguese.

	“He’s calling for backup, from the camp,” said Marcia. “They’ll take us back to camp by jeep. Everything’s going to be okay,” she assured. “We get storms all the time.”

	“It is called a rainforest,” snarked Mason.

	Marcia gave Mason a look that immediately silenced him.

	“Give me a roll of duct tape and five minutes alone with that kid,” whispered Ava. “I’ll turn him into a freaking human burrito. We could leave him for the jaguars, you know, for breakfast.”

	“Ava Clarke,” laughed Carol. “That’s dark, even for you.”

	Miquel pocketed his phone and turned to the group. “Juliana and Gabriel are on the way. We’ll keep hustling; we should meet up with them in about ten minutes.”

	And then it happened. First a scattering of giant, gumball-sized raindrops, and then the heavens opened, releasing a torrential downpour. 

	“Let’s go!” Miquel yelled.

	Thunder roared and lightning flashed as the storm descended upon them. Instantly the ground became slick and treacherous. Rain came in waves, thick sheets of water stinging their faces, blinding them. Thunder shook the ground. Lightning exploded in flickering arcs of fury just above the treetops. Animals screeched and howled, scampering through the trees.

	Lucas began to sob uncontrollably. Carol grabbed his clammy, wet hand. “Come on, Lucas, you dominated on that scary bridge. You’ve got this,” she encouraged.

	Lucas squeezed her hand tightly. “Okay,” he replied, more confidently than he felt.

	Miquel whirled on his toes, spinning toward the children. “Stop!” he screamed, throwing up his hands. The small group slid to a stop at the edge of a steep ravine.

	“Woah,” Rachael gasped, “that would have been a nasty fall.” 

	Usually, the rocky gorge would have been easy to navigate by foot, but these weren’t normal circumstances. The side of the ravine had turned into a dangerous mudslide. The tiny stream they were supposed to cross to get to camp was now a raging white-capped river, filled with debris.

	“There’s no way we can cross here. We’re going to have to continue downstream to find a safer place,” exclaimed Miquel.

	“What about the people coming from the camp?” Tony cried out. “How will they know where we are?” 

	“We can’t cross here,” explained Marcia. “That means they can’t either. As soon as we find a safe place to cross, we’ll make our way back to our original meeting spot.”

	Thunder roared through the valley like a Mack truck; stick lightning sizzled across the canopy.

	“I feel like we’re in a bug zapper,” exclaimed Mason.

	“We’re so doomed,” moaned Lucas. He looked as if he were about to burst into tears again.

	“We’re going to make it; we’re going to be fine. Let’s focus on finding a safe place to cross,” encouraged Miquel.

	The group followed the rushing water, slipping and sliding over wet rocks, roots, and logs. Just when Ava was sure this was all pointless, they came across a downed tree that spanned the width of the creek.

	Perfect, thought Miquel as he brought the group to a halt. “Okay, guys, I know it’s a lot to ask, but it’s the best chance we’ve got.” Lightning crackled in the sky just over their heads.

	“You want us to cross that?” Tony cried out. “Have you lost your mind?” The look on his face said, Yes, Miquel has lost his mind. 

	“I hate to say it,” Rachael declared, “but Tony’s right. That log is soaking wet. If we fall off, we’re dead.”

	“You’re going to be okay. You’re not going to fall. I’m going to make sure of that.”

	“How?” asked Mason angrily.

	“I’m going to cross first. I’ll tie a rope to a tree, and Marcia and I will take you over one at a time.”

	“You’re kidding, right? Are you nuts?” pressed Mason.

	“Mason!” yelled Miquel hotly. “If we don’t cross now, we’re going to be stuck in the middle of the jungle, at night, without any protection. I don’t think any of us want to be in that predicament. Trust me,” he said firmly, staring at Mason.

	Mason made a face. “Whatever,” he spat. 

	Without another word, Miquel carefully climbed onto the log, straddling it like he was riding a horse. He placed both hands onto the log, pushed, and slowly moved forward until he reached the other side.

	The group stood by, watching in a miserable, wet huddle. Miquel pulled a rope from his backpack and tied it to a tree. He gave the rope a firm yank to make sure it was secure and then tied the other end around his waist like a belt. He straddled the log once again and skootched back to the other side.

	“I have a feeling I’m going to be removing splinters from my butt for the rest of my life,” whispered Ava.

	Carol nodded, agreeing. “Something to do on those long, cold winter nights.”

	“Listen up.” Miquel was addressing the group again. “We’re going to cross to the other side, one by one just like I did. I’m going to tie the rope around your waist as an added precaution. Everyone understand?”

	A group of soggy heads nodded in unison.

	“Group leader,” said Miquel, wiping the water from his eyes. “You’re first.” 

	Ava’s eyes rolled up in her head. She sighed and walked over to Miquel. He quickly wrapped the rope around her waist and secured it with a bowline knot. He gave two quick tugs to make sure it was secure. 

	“You’ve got this, Ava,” encouraged Miquel. 

	Ava nodded and picked her way down the embankment to the downed tree. The water rushed at her feet, bubbling and churning like a witch’s brew. Usually, during uncomfortable moments, Ava would say something sassy or make a joke—but with one glance up at the soaked children huddled together, she knew she would have to set an example, especially for Lucas. Wait a minute, is this what maturity feels like? If so, maturity is a bummer.

	“Ava, I want you to straddle the log right behind me. Remember the bridge?”

	Ava shook her head “yes,” sweeping her wet purple bangs from her eyes. How could I forget?

	“Follow me just like you did on the bridge, and you’ll be across in no time.”

	Ava nodded again, without saying a word. Inside, she was terrified. The log was muddy and slippery, and even though she had a rope wrapped tightly around her waist, she couldn’t help but feel like a worm, dangling on a string above a churning brown river.

	She breathed in deeply and, once again, focused on Miquel’s back—not feeling the ooze of mud and green gelatinous fungi squishing through her fingers, not feeling the vines and bark tearing and pulling at her legs—just focusing, just moving forward, until she was finally across.

	Ava exhaled a sigh of relief as she clambered from the makeshift bridge onto the shore. She turned and gave her fellow campers a big smile and a thumbs-up.

	One by one, Miquel led the children across the chasm. Ava reached out, helping to deliver each of them safely onto the shore. When Carol finally stepped onto the shore, Ava grabbed Carol’s hand, squeezing it tightly. She smiled at her best friend, her freckled face splattered in a constellation of mud.

	“You look awful,” laughed Ava.

	“I’m just trying to think of it as an invigorating spa day. Fresh rainwater, mud, and humidity to cleanse the pores….”

	“More like, death, dying, decay, Bengay fever…,” complained Ava.

	“It’s dengue fever. Bengay is a medical cream, used for topical pain relief.”

	“Like I said, tropical pain relief. We’re in the tropics and we need relief.”

	“Topical means on your skin, not tropical, as in…never mind,” Carol exclaimed. “You’re exasperating.”

	“Thank you,” Ava replied. “I find your flattery refreshing.”

	Carol leaned forward and grabbed Elliot’s hand, helping him off the log. She heard a muffled “thanks” from somewhere deep within his hoodie.

	“He’s so mysterious,” whispered Carol into Ava’s ear.

	“You need help. The kid looks like a living sock puppet.”

	“Ava Clarke!” chided Carol. 

	“Fine, a mysterious sock puppet,” said Ava, wriggling her fingers in the air.

	“Better,” snickered Carol.

	The tiny group huddled together, waiting impatiently for Lucas to cross. If the circumstances had been different, where people wouldn’t actually die, it would have been comical to see Lucas squished between Miquel and Marcia, moving like a family of inchworms across the log.

	Ava was curious to see if Lucas was going to reenact his celebratory dance. She had hoped Rachael was going to rush forward and make another attempt at a leaping high-five, but instead, he staggered onto the shore, trembling like a frightened puppy.

	“I’m a bad person,” Ava said guiltily.

	“I don’t know what you did, but accepting who you are is the first step,” whispered Carol as she patted her on the shoulder.

	The children stood huddled beneath a giant tree, dirty, soaking wet, with their clothing torn. Any exposed flesh was covered in bites and scratches. Rain beat down on them mercilessly, as if trying to pound them into the ground.

	“Okay, everyone,” said Marcia. “We’ve made it across! Now all we have to do is backtrack to our crossing point, and we’ll meet Juliana and Gabriel there. It’s just a little further, I promise you,” encouraged Marcia.

	Mother Nature, however, wasn’t swayed by Marcia’s impassioned speech. The storm intensified. The rain slashed through the trees like miniature daggers stinging their faces; thunder boomed, rattling their teeth. The tops of the trees whipped violently back and forth, crashing into one another.

	On the ground, things weren’t much better. Branches, leaves, and insects fell from the trees onto the children. Their path back to the meeting point was treacherous. Fallen trees and jagged rocks broke through the muddy surface like shattered teeth, their edges sharp and cutting.

	“Watch your step!” yelled Marcia, as they picked their way along the water’s edge.

	A blinding flash of lightning sizzled through the forest like a flaming spear. It struck the tree beside them, sending a massive, fiery tree branch to the ground beside them. The group screamed, scattering into the jungle.

	“Stop!” yelled Miquel. “Stop!”

	Everyone froze, except for Lucas; he raced blindly through the rainforest, branches tearing at his face, crashing into trees, screaming.

	“Lucas!” yelled Carol. She and Ava shrugged off their backpacks, and without another thought, they went racing through the jungle after him. “Lucas!”

	“Wait!” Marcia threw her backpack to the ground. “Watch them!” she yelled as she dashed after them.

	Miquel stepped in front of the other children. “Stay here,” he ordered.

	Carol reached Lucas first. She could tell by the way he stood that something was wrong. She took a cautious step toward him. The blood had drained from his face, his lips were pale, and his eyes were glazed over.

	“Lucas,” whispered Carol. She gently touched his shoulder. “Lucas, are you okay?”

	He stood ramrod straight, barely breathing.

	Ava joined Carol, gasping for air. “Is he okay?”

	Marcia appeared at their side, worried Lucas had been bitten by a venomous spider or snake.

	“Lucas,” she said gently, taking his hand. “Lucas…are you hurt?” Her eyes followed the direction of his stare, and then she saw it. 

	The ghastly skeletal head of a demon, impaled by what looked like a twisted spear, the jagged end facing skyward. The skull had eight horns with razor-sharp tips, ruby-red human-shaped eyes, and a mouth full of pointy teeth. A necklace of feathers and bones dangled from its jaw.

	Marcia’s mouth flew open in surprise. She pointed a shaking finger toward the demon skull, rapidly speaking in Portuguese. She made the sign of the cross over her chest, then pulled Lucas by the shoulders against her. 

	“It’s the mark of the Red Devil,” she cried out. “Don’t look at his eyes or he will steal your soul!”

	Lucas’s legs buckled. The demon’s eyes flashed red. A bone-chilling scream filled the air as the leaves around the demon’s head began to thrash.

	Ava looked at Carol. Was it too late? Had the Red Devil stolen Lucas’s soul?

	Marcia dropped to her knees, scooped Lucas onto her shoulder, and screamed, “Run!”

	Ava and Carol didn’t need to be told twice. They crashed through the jungle, afraid that the demon would come for them, afraid he would steal their souls. 

	Moments later, they burst through the underbrush, sliding on their heels, nearly plowing into the rest of the group. Marcia appeared seconds later, Lucas slung over her shoulder.

	“What happened?” Miquel asked urgently, seeing the fear in Marcia’s eyes. “Is Lucas hurt?”

	Marcia’s chest felt like it was going to explode. She gasped for air. Miquel helped her lower Lucas to the ground, propping him up against a large rock. Still gulping for air, she tenderly brushed his hair from his forehead. His wide eyes stared back at her, unblinking, his pupils eclipsing his irises.

	“Marcia, what is it?” asked Miquel, growing agitated.

	She turned, looking up at him. She saw the knife in his hand, the blade slick with rain. “It’s the mark of the Red Devil, Miquel…the Red Devil.”

	Miquel reeled back onto his heels as if he had been punched in the chest. 

	“Marcia,” he asked firmly. “The Red Devil, are you sure? This close to camp?”

	“What’s going on? Is Lucas all right?” asked Rachael, breaking from the group. “Is he okay?” Her voice trembled as she knelt beside Marcia. A mixture of tears and rain streaked down her face. “Is he going to die?” 

	“He’s going to be fine,” said Marcia, gently touching Rachael’s hand. “He just saw something that frightened him.”

	“You said he saw the Red Devil! What the heck is the Red Devil?” Tony cried out, his head swiveling back and forth—expecting the creature to explode from the jungle at any moment.

	“Is that what happened to Lucas?” asked Mason accusingly. “There’s some kind of creature roaming the forest and you didn’t bother to tell us!”

	“The Red Devil is ancient Brazilian folklore,” said Elliot from the darkness of his hoodie. “It’s just folklore.”

	Everyone grew silent as Elliot continued.

	“The locals believe that he roams the forest, looking for human souls. Brazilian folklore says that if you stare into his eyes, then he’ll steal your soul, and you’ll be under his spell…like a zombie.”

	“Is that what happened to Lucas?” Rachael asked, her breath catching in her throat. “Is Lucas a zombie?”

	“No. No,” Marcia replied more strongly, trying to regain control of the conversation before it spiraled out of control. “Lucas will be fine…he’s just overwhelmed.”

	“For real, are we really standing here talking about zombies and devils? This is stupid,” scoffed Mason. “There’s no such thing as zombies,” he said emphatically. 

	Carol could see right through all of his bravado; Mason was frightened.

	“Sure there are,” Elliot corrected him, “just not the kind you see in movies and television. There are zombie ants right here in the rainforest. A fungus takes over them and takes control of their brains,” explained Elliot.

	“So the Red Devil’s a giant fungus? Like a walking mushroom? There’s no such thing as zombies or zombie ants or demons. Why are you trying to scare us?” argued Mason.

	“Okay, enough,” said Miquel sternly. “Right now, we need to focus on getting to base camp.” Miquel slid his knapsack off his back and handed it to Marcia. “Lucas, buddy, it’s your lucky day,” he smiled.

	He knelt in front of Lucas, and Marcia helped maneuver him onto Miquel’s back. “Don’t get too used to this,” he said over his shoulder.

	The group soldiered along the water’s edge. They were amazed at the amount of debris that had become a part of the swirling, bubbling brown soup—which, just an hour ago, had been a tiny trickling stream. 

	Ava watched Lucas bouncing along on Miquel’s shoulders. Their eyes met and she smiled at him reassuringly. At least, like it or not, the rain had forced Miquel to take a shower.
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Eagle Cabin

	The jeep jolted to a stop, snapping its passengers back against their seats. Muddy water sprayed the side of the jeep and splashed onto the windshield. Miquel wasn’t kidding; the trip to the camp took less than five minutes.

	Ava opened the door, hopped out, and immediately sank ankle-deep into a large mud puddle. Seconds later, Carol slid out the door—and into the same puddle.

	Carol inflated her cheeks and blew out slowly. “We made it…. Camp Adventura,” she sighed, pointing to a small wooden sign that hung lopsided from a tree branch.

	“Our home for the next seven days…. Thank you, Carol,” moaned Ava. 

	“Don’t mention it,” said Carol, balling the bottom of her hoodie into a wet knot. She squeezed out enough water to fill a Big Gulp cup.

	A second jeep screeched to a stop behind them, splashing them with muddy water.

	“Seriously?” yelled Ava. “Come on!”

	Carol heard a snicker come from deep within the recesses of Elliot’s hoodie as he joined them.

	Miquel emerged from a large wooden cabin holding a clipboard. He waved the children over to join him on the covered porch attached to the main building.

	“Everyone, everyone, please pay attention. I know you’re all wet and dirty, so I’m going to make this fast. Once you get your cabin assignment, shower up and meet back here at headquarters in an hour.”

	“He’s definitely an optimist,” whispered Ava. “Has he seen my hair?” 

	“Girls,” he continued, “Juliana will be stopping by your cabins to make sure you have everything you need, and to drop off your luggage. Guys, you’ll be stuck with me.” 

	“Okay.” Miquel looked at his clipboard. “Tony and Mason, Badger cabin, number five.” Miquel handed Tony a piece of wood shaped like a badger. A key dangled from its mouth.

	“What?” mouthed Tony. He looked incredulously at Miquel, who smiled and pointed to a tiny cabin with a huge friendly badger painted on the door.

	Ava snorted, “The Badger cabin.”

	Mason rolled his eyes as he and Tony made their way through the rain to their cabin.

	“Ava, Carol, you’re in the Eagle cabin, number one.”

	Tony stopped in his tracks and held out his hands with a “What gives?” look. “How come they get the Eagle cabin?”

	Miquel handed Ava the majestic Eagle key, which she displayed proudly.

	“Congratulations, team leader,” Miquel smiled, ignoring Tony. “It’s our most luxurious cabin.”

	“Yes!” said Ava, grabbing Carol’s hand, running to the famous Eagle suite. “Finally, some good news.”

	The outside of the cabin wasn’t much to look at—a set of worn steps and a small wooden building that looked like it had, at one time, been an unloved tool shed. White paint flaked off the walls, and the green thatched roof was in desperate need of repair. A tiny covered porch extended along the front, upon which sat two very lonely stools.

	Carol pointed out where previous campers had carved their initials into the seats. “I never understood why people do that, you know, carving your initials into something. Are they going to return someday and say, ‘See, I told you…thirty years ago, I sat right there, on that stool. There’s my initials.’”

	Ava shook her head. “Probably not,” she muttered. She wasn’t terribly interested in the stools, nor the exterior of the cabin. She did, however, have high expectations for the interior. After all, they were in the prized Eagle cabin.

	“We should probably take off our boots before we go inside,” said Carol, noticing the muddy tracks leading up the stairs onto their porch.

	Ava agreed. “We have the nicest cabin…we want to keep it that way.”

	The girls hurriedly flung off their boots, pulled off their wet socks, and hung them on the railing.

	“I can’t wait to see what it looks like inside,” said Carol, balling up her fist in excitement.

	“I know,” exclaimed Ava. She inserted the key, twisted, and opened the door.

	The interior of the cabin was dark, cast in long shadows. Ava felt along the doorframe and wall for a light switch.

	“There’s the light,” said Carol, pointing to the ceiling.

	A lone bulb with a silver-beaded cord hung from the center of the ceiling. Ava gave the cord a tug, and the pale bulb flickered to life. 

	Ava’s heart sank as she looked around. The cabin was sparsely furnished. A sagging bunkbed sat against the back wall. To the right of the doorway was a small wooden table and two equally small chairs that reminded Ava of primary school. A tiny window occupied the space beside the door, with the glorious view of the circular dirt driveway.

	Ava exhaled. “That smell…. It smells like the Earth threw up in here.”

	“It just needs to be aired out. It’s homey,” said Carol, smiling.

	A squat dresser with a cracked mirror attached to it occupied the other side of the room. A small card with the words “Welcome to Camp Adventura,” signed by the staff members, sat in front of the mirror. A few of the names had been crossed out with new ones written in.

	Ava picked up the card and pointed to the names crossed out. “Dead, dead, dead, dead,” she declared as she read each name out loud.

	“So dramatic,” laughed Carol. “After a long, hot shower, things won’t seem so bad.”

	“Maybe so,” said Ava, hesitating. “I take it that’s the bathroom.” She motioned to the back of the room where a decorative curtain hung from a wooden dowel screwed into the wall.

	“How quaint,” squealed Carol. “Just to show you that I’m a trooper, I’ll let you shower first.”

	Ava pulled back the purple and red privacy curtain and peeked inside the closet-sized bathroom. 

	“Carol, our toilet looks like a bucket…. Correction, our toilet is a bucket with a seat attached to it,” said Ava, horrified.

	Carol put her arm around Ava’s shoulder and leaned in, feeling sure Ava was exaggerating. “Oh, uhm, yes, it is. At least the water is pretty; it’s aqua blue.”

	“Yes…yes, it is,” agreed Ava, nodding. “It matches your eyes. And is that supposed to be our shower?” continued Ava. “You realize there’s no curtain.”

	“Aha, how chic! How European!” Carol exclaimed. 

	Inches from the toilet was a small rectangular recess in the floor. The shower floor consisted of a sheet of plastic with a rusted-out drain in the center. A dead roach lay on its back, its legs up in the air as if it were breakdancing.

	A black garden hose hung about a foot above their heads from the wall, a rusty spigot just below it. Two yellow washcloths hung from a metal hook at the back of the shower.

	“Carol Miller, you have got to be kidding me. We have a bucket for a toilet, a garden hose for a shower, and…,” said Ava, looking up, “no shower curtain…and what is this?” Ava picked up a mucous brown clump with copper-colored streaks running through it. “Is this supposed to be our soap? Is it supposed to be that color? It looks like a piece of petrified wood.”

	“Aves,” said Carol reassuringly. “Look, I know this seems like a lot to take in. But we’ll adapt; we’re adventurers. Do you think Lewis and Clark had it easy? Do you think they had a five-star hotel? No, they slept under the stars. They hunted the land for their food.”

	“Did they have to pee in a bucket? Who changes that bucket? These are important questions!”

	“I’m not sure,” said Carol, “but look at the bright side, Aves: We’re in the rainforest. You can shower for an hour and you’ll never run out of water.”

	Ava was about to explode when there was a knock at the door. “That better be an Uber driver to take us to the airport,” she declared.

	Carol was thankful for the interruption. She dashed to the door and flung it open. It smashed into the wall, bounced back, and slammed shut in the woman’s face. 

	“Oops,” Carol exclaimed. She opened the door more carefully. A young woman stood on the porch nestled between two pieces of luggage. 

	“Sorry about that,” said Carol. “Sometimes I don’t know my own strength.”

	“No problem! I’m Juliana. I’ve got your belongings.”

	“Oh, wonderful. Ava,” Carol called out, “our luggage is here.”

	“Stunning,” replied Ava, looking at the tiny dresser at the foot of their beds. “I’ll have just enough room to unpack my socks and unmentionables.”

	Carol grabbed the handles of the duffle bags and dragged them inside.

	“I love your hair,” smiled Juliana. “Is it always so wavy? My hair has no body at all.” She ran her fingers through her shoulder-length brown hair. “Straight and boring.”

	“I think it’s the humidity,” laughed Carol. “Makes my hair frizzy and wild like me.” She wiggled her fingers at Juliana.

	“It’s wonderful,” Juliana gushed. “So, quick reminder, we’ll be meeting at the staff headquarters in about an hour. If you need anything in the meantime, please just let me or one of the other staffers know.”

	“I think we’re goo—”

	“Nope, nope, nope,” said Ava, appearing in the doorway. “I have a couple questions.”

	“Oh, wonderful,” smiled Juliana. “I love curiosity.”

	“First, are there any towels? We have two washcloths in our….” She paused, struggling with the word shower.

	“Oh,” said Juliana surprised. “I actually stocked the room myself. I thought for sure I put towels in there.”

	“Nope,” replied Ava. “I found the dinosaur egg—sorry, I mean soap—but no towels.”

	She followed Ava across the room and peered into the bathroom. “Yes, you have two towels, right there.”

	“Those are towels?” Ava grabbed one of the so-called bath towels and held it up to her chest; it was the size of an unfolded tissue. “Maybe,” said Ava, trying to be as polite as possible, “there is a language difference. Towels are used to dry your body and your hair. A washcloth is used to wash your body.” She pretended to dry her body with a towel.

	“Yes, of course,” said Juliana. “There’s no need for a washcloth. The soap is a special blend of clay and herbs; it exfoliates as well as nourishes the skin. My grandmother makes the soap. It’s a family recipe dating back seven generations.”

	Ava bit her lip. She was annoyed and confused, but she didn’t want to unintentionally insult the woman’s grandmother.

	Carol swallowed her laugh, seeing the expression on Ava’s face.

	“So…this is our towel?”

	“Yes,” Juliana laughed. “So, any other questions?”

	Ava shook her head. At the moment, she felt the less she knew, the better.

	“All right then,” said Juliana brightly, taking a look at their muddy faces and clothes. “As soon as you get showered and changed, we’ll all meet up at the staff headquarters for dinner.”

	“Oh. Oh, I’m so sorry,” said Carol. “What about our dirty clothes? I didn’t see a laundry hamper. Is there a community washing machine?”

	“Exquisite question.” Juliana touched Carol’s nose with her index finger. “For tonight, just place your clothes in the corner. Tomorrow, you’ll learn how to use a rock and a basin of water to handwash your clothes. It’s such a spiritually fulfilling moment for everyone.”

	“Ah,” gasped Carol, placing her hand on her chest. “So organic, it’s like heaven.”

	“Yes, it is,” smiled Juliana. She put her hand on Carol’s arm. “I can tell you’re already connected to the heart of this beautiful country; you’re going to have a wonderful time.”

	Carol’s face was beaming when Juliana left. “Did you hear that? My heart is connected to the jungle.”

	“I wish your brain was connected to reality…. I’m going to take a shower,” moaned Ava.

	
4
The Shower of Doom

	Ava stepped from the shower, traumatized. She had thought she would be prepared for whatever happened after the bridge of death, traversing the log over the raging river, and the Red Devil. However, nothing could have prepared her for the blast of frigid muddy water that sprayed her in the face with the force of a fire hose—slamming her into the wall, drenching her towel. She shook her head dizzily as the cockroach spun in circles over the drain.

	Just when she thought the nightmare was over, the hose made a gurgling sound, like a person choking on yogurt—and then the saddest stream of water known to mankind began to slowly trickle from the nozzle of the hose. Ava tried to work up a lather with the fossilized bar of soap, but only succeeded in creating a thin, brownish film on her palms.

	She shut off the shower, feeling grimy, and sadly dried herself with her soaking wet miniature towel.

	“How do you feel now, roomie?” called out Carol from outside the decorative curtain. “Refreshed? In a better mood?”

	Ava whipped the curtain aside and stepped out. “What? What’s that?” she asked, jabbing at a little plastic baggy in Carol’s hand.

	“It’s my travel bag. Shampoo, conditioner, moisturizer, and travel soap—everything a girl needs.”

	“But, but the ‘What to Bring’ guide said that toiletries would be provided.”

	“Are you kidding me? I care too much about these luxurious locks to use just any kind of shampoo. Oh….” Carol’s eyes flew open wide. “You used the dinosaur egg soap on your hair. You do know it has all kinds of oils and minerals….”

	“So,” said Ava, miffed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Probably not good for your highlights,” shrugged Carol.

	Ava’s eyes widened. “What do you mean by ‘not good’?”

	“I’m sure it’ll be fine…I gotta get in the shower,” said Carol, nodding toward the bathroom. “We’re supposed to be at the meeting in twenty minutes.”

	Carol stepped into the bathroom and swished the curtain closed. “Be out in a minute! Oh, and look on the dresser. My dad gave us matching survivor bracelets; there’s blue and green. Take whichever you want.”

	Can we trade them in for airline tickets? Ava leaned against the wall and waited for the blast of water and the scream…but all she heard was a steady stream of water, and Carol singing something from The Lion King—maybe Carol’s heart was connected to Brazil after all.

	Ava and Carol hurried from their cabin to the staff headquarters. Juliana greeted them at the door with a big smile and directed them out back to the dining area.

	“I’m so excited about our first traditional Brazilian meal,” chirped Carol.

	“I bet you are,” said Ava sarcastically. “Please,” she gestured, pretending to be at the table. “Another serving of those exquisite beetles for my friend, and oh, yes, that twisty root-looking thing—those are to die for.”

	Ava’s mood perked up immediately when she smelled the fresh aroma of marinated grilled meat and vegetables. A thin woman with silky black, shoulder-length hair was stirring a large pot of delicious-smelling stew.

	“Where do you want to sit?” Carol asked. The dining area consisted of three picnic tables connected end to end, beneath a thatch roof and enclosed in mosquito netting. 

	“How about right there?” Ava nodded. “Across from Elliot and Rachael.”

	“Sounds good to me,” Carol replied, sliding onto the bench. She was about to say hello to her fellow campers when Miquel appeared.

	“Okay, everyone, grab a seat.” He motioned to the picnic tables. “Tonight, we have something very special for you. Rebecca and her son Daniel have prepared some delicious traditional native Brazilian dishes for you.” 

	Rebecca’s face reddened as everyone turned toward her. She was a small woman with a proud face. Sinewy muscles ran up her forearms to her sleeves; it was apparent that she worked hard for a living.

	Her son Daniel stared back at the campers, his face a mix of curiosity and resentment. His bleached hair was shaved short on the sides, and the top flopped over his head like a shiny golden wave, covering one of his ears. Carol watched as his eyes passed over each of the campers—she wondered what he was thinking. Probably, Here we go again, another bunch of spoiled kids.

	“Let’s give Rebecca and her son a big thanks for preparing our meal tonight.”

	Carol led off with an enthusiastic “Thank you!” She elbowed Ava, who let out a whoop, and was joined by the others.

	Daniel gathered several plates and placed them onto a large circular platter. He made his way around the tables, serving the hungry campers. Ava didn’t realize how famished she was until she took her first bite of feijoada, a hearty stew of black beans, vegetables, beef, and pork sausage.

	“This is so delicious,” Ava exclaimed, not caring that she had a full mouth of food.

	“Try one of these,” offered Carol, handing Ava a crispy piece of bread, cooked to a golden perfection.

	“That’s pão de queijo,” offered Marcia, as she slid onto the bench beside Elliot and Rachel. “It’s cheese and bread.”

	“It’s crunchy on the outside,” swooned Carol, “and heavenly on the inside.”

	Ava laughed as a pão de queijo disappeared into the dark recesses of Elliot’s hoodie.

	Everything was going peachy until Elliot asked, “Ava, did you change the color of your hair?”

	Ava sat upright and dropped her heavenly pão de queijo to her plate. “Carol,” she whispered, “what is Elliot talking about?”

	Carol acted as if she hadn’t heard her and continued sopping up the remnants of her stew with a piece of bread.

	“Carol,” Ava exhaled from her nose like a bull. “I know you heard me; what is Elliot talking about?” 

	Carol filled her lungs with air, then raised her hand to her forehead. She held the position for a moment, and then let it slowly descend as she exhaled. “Ava, you know we’ve always been best friends….”

	“Carol Ivette Miller,” said Ava, swelling like a bullfrog.

	“Okay,” said Carol, putting down her spoon. “Remember when I said I wouldn’t use that soap on my hair…?”

	A quiet snicker escaped Elliot’s hoodie.

	“The dinosaur egg soap?” Ava’s eyes widened. She slowly ran her fingers through her hair.

	“Your hair is green,” Carol blurted out. “It’s green,” she said a little more softly.

	“Green? How green?” moaned Ava.

	 “I don’t know,” said Carol, “like the color of a pale moss….”

	“It’s woodsy,” offered Elliot. “If that helps.”

	“It’s kind of like the algae that grows on sloths,” added Rachael. “It’s cute.”

	“And, perfect for the rainforest,” offered Carol. “You’ll blend right in.”

	Ava’s chin dropped to her chest. “My beautiful purple highlights,” she moaned. “This trip couldn’t possibly get any worse.”

	And then it did. Miquel pulled out his guitar and mouth harp and offered to take requests. Ava died a little inside when Lucas requested Justin Bieber. 

	
5
The Curse

	Miquel and Daniel lit a circle of citronella torches that surrounded the picnic enclosure, filling the air with a sticky, sweet scent. Darkness had snuck in like a thief, stealing the daylight. The day may have been ending for the children, but for many of the insects and animals living in the rainforest, their day was just beginning. A fascinating array of insects gathered on the mosquito netting, staring at the children—like a cat curiously watching a fish in a bowl.

	“That’s a lot of insects,” said Lucas, staring wide-eyed at the vast array of winged and legged creatures scurrying over the netting.

	“That chattering that you hear,” offered Ava, “is them looking at us saying, ‘Food, food, food!’”

	“The citronella oil will help chase them away, Lucas,” explained Juliana. “They don’t like the smell.” She wrinkled up her nose as if she’d smelled something bad.

	“Oh good,” said Lucas. “I was wondering how I was going to make it back to my cabin.”

	“We’ll make sure that they don’t fly away with you,” winked Miquel.

	“We could hang Miquel’s shirts up on posts around the campsite. They’re guaranteed to scare anything away,” Ava said softly.

	“Stop picking on Miquel,” said Carol. “He may have a problem.”

	“Yeah…soap.”

	Carol gathered up her plate and bowl, stacked Ava’s on top, and carried them to a large wooden bin at the end of the table.

	“Thank you,” replied Rebecca quietly.

	Daniel watched Carol closely as she went around the table, gathering other dishes and placing them in the bin.

	With Miquel’s guidance, the campers moved the picnic tables so they formed a half-moon. He stood between the tables, facing the children. “First, let’s thank Rebecca and Daniel again for a wonderful meal.”

	“Thank you!” chorused the group.

	“Sounds like you guys rehearsed that,” Miquel joked. “Before we turn in for the night, does anyone have any questions?”

	“I have a question,” said Mason, brushing his bangs from his face. “What can you tell us about the Red Devil?”

	Miquel glanced at Lucas, who sandwiched himself against Rachael. “Okay, I’ll tell you the story of the Red Devil. However….” He leaned forward, making sure he had everyone’s close attention. “…I want to make it perfectly clear that the Red Devil is folklore. It’s not true. There is no such thing as the Red Devil, or the Red Demon.”

	“But Marcia said that she saw….”

	“Mason, wait,” said Miquel, holding up his hand.

	“But she said she…”

	“Give me a minute,” winked Miquel, “and I think things will make a little more sense. Okay?”

	“Okay,” said Mason reluctantly.

	“Let me start by asking you all a question. Raise your hand if you were taught that Christopher Columbus discovered America.”

	Everyone raised their hand.

	“My teachers taught me the same thing,” said Miquel, nodding. “Now we know that he made four voyages, but he never set foot in North America. History books were wrong, teachers were wrong…yet the story continued. Do you know who was the first explorer credited with discovering North America?”

	Everyone turned and looked at each other.

	“Ask Google,” said Ava, pointing to Elliot.

	“Giovanni Caboto, also known as John Cabot,” Elliot replied without missing a beat.

	“That’s right, Elliot, very good. John Cabot was an Italian navigator, and he is credited with discovering North America in 1497. The story of Columbus is just one example of a story that sounds factually true…but isn’t. So,” he smiled, rubbing his hands together. “First, a little history, and then I’ll introduce you to the Red Devil legend.”

	The children nodded eagerly, inching closer to Miquel.

	“In 1540, a Spanish explorer named Francisco de Orellana sailed here, to Brazil. He became a famous navigator because he was the first person to sail the entire Amazon River.”

	“He’s famous for sailing a river?” asked Tony.

	“The Amazon River,” Miquel explained, “is nearly four thousand miles long. It’s like sailing across the Atlantic Ocean twice. He also founded the city of Guayaquil, which you all know today as Ecuador.” 

	“But as you all know,” Miquel said, looking at the group, “if history has taught us one thing it’s—” 

	“Oh, I know this one,” interrupted Ava. “That history repeats itself.”

	“Yes, true,” Miquel agreed. “However, what I’m talking about is conflict. Whenever there is an overzealous new explorer, there’s usually conflict with the inhabitants or natives of that land. Captain Orellana had only been in Brazil for a few weeks before he began fighting with the local Tapuyas tribe.” 

	Miquel paused dramatically and leaned forward. “Here’s where it gets interesting. In his journal, during his second voyage to the Amazon, Captain Orellana wrote that several men in his crew had become possessed by demons. One of the men on his deathbed whispered the words ‘Diablo Rojo’ over and over before he died.”

	“Red Devil,” whispered Elliot.

	“That’s right,” nodded Miquel. “The Red Devil.”

	“Wait, wait,” gasped Mason. “You told us there was no such thing as the Red Devil, and now you’re saying people died?”

	“It’s okay, Mason,” Miquel smiled, holding up his hand. “It’s not what it seems. Let me explain a bit more. That’s the point of this lesson.”

	Mason nodded, settling back into his seat and crossing his arms across his chest. “I’m listening,” he sulked.

	“One of the last entries in Orellana’s journals talked about finding the face of a demon, carved into a piece of wood, with the face painted red—and below the devil’s face were the words ‘Você foi amaldiçoado pelo Diablo Vermelho.’” 

	“What does that mean?” whispered Tony.

	“‘You’ve been cursed by the Red Devil,’” replied Miquel.

	“I was cursed by Taco Bell once,” whispered Ava to Elliot. “It didn’t end well.”

	“But you said that the Red Devil wasn’t real, so why did these people die?” asked Mason.

	“A devil didn’t kill them,” offered Carol. “People were behind this…unless devils mark who they’re going to kill by whittling a piece of wood and then painting it. That hardly sounds otherworldly or efficient to me.”

	“I can envision the Mafia sitting around a little table, whittling people they wanna take out. Hey, Tony,” said Ava, gesticulating wildly. “Two-Time Rennie has red hair, not brown…. Oh yeah…my apologies, boss. Somebody pass me the brown paint, and make it snappy.”

	Carol snorted and punched Ava’s shoulder. “But for real,” she said seriously, “there’s no devil behind this.”

	Rachael nodded in agreement. “It’s creepy, but Carol’s got a point.”

	“I imagine a devil more as a ‘I point at you and you drop dead’ kind of thing,” offered Carol. 

	“Carol’s right,” said Miquel. “The legend of the Red Devil was created to scare people away from the Tapuyas’s land. Most likely, Orellana’s men were poisoned by the toxins from a poisonous tree frog. The venom causes its prey to appear possessed or zombie-like…before they die.” 

	“That’s crazy creepy,” said Rachael, shivering.

	“Like how Captain Oreo described his crewmen in his journal,” explored Ava.

	“How did they get them to eat a poisonous frog?” asked Lucas.

	“Great question, Lucas,” said Miquel, smiling. “They didn’t poison Orellana’s men by feeding them frogs. Poisonous tree frogs secrete poison through their skin. The Tapuyas people would collect it and then dip the tip of their blowgun darts into it. As a matter of fact, the golden poison frog has enough poison to kill ten grown men. It’s been used here for hunting for centuries.”

	“Again…creepy,” moaned Rachael.

	“Agreed,” confirmed Lucas, who was pressed up against Marcia’s side.

	“Were we trespassing on the Tapuyas’s land? Is that why there was a Red Devil?” asked Tony.

	“No, no, no.” Miquel held up his hands, patting the air as if squashing their worries. “Some of the locals here, usually teenagers, think it’s funny to scare tourists or adventurers, like yourselves. They play on the fears and superstitions of locals…. Again, remember, Juliana, Marcia, and me…,” Miquel tapped his chest, “…all grew up hearing stories of the Red Devil.”

	“So it’s just a prank to scare people?” asked Mason. He smiled. “Good prank.” 

	“Think about it,” said Miquel. “Running into a scary-looking mask, in the forest, in the middle of a lightning storm…well, I think it would frighten anyone. Most likely that mask has been there for years, and you guys had the misfortune of stumbling upon it.”

	“So,” said Marcia, standing and addressing the group, “there’s no such thing as the Red Devil.” She smiled at everyone reassuringly.

	Says the woman who yelled that it’ll steal our souls…, thought Ava.

	“But there are real dangers lurking in the rainforest,” Marcia continued. “Poisonous spiders, snakes, caiman, jaguars. That’s why you’ll need to be alert and follow our instructions.”

	“Have you ever been attacked by a jaguar?” asked Mason excitedly. 

	“Not a jaguar,” said Miquel, pushing his sock down, revealing a nasty jagged purple scar on his calf. “But I have been bitten by a caiman.”

	Immediately everyone rushed forward to look at Miquel’s leg. “Did it hurt? How did it happen? Did you die?” The children fired off questions at Miquel faster than he could respond.

	“If you think this is bad, you should see Marcia’s leg. She was attacked by bullet ants,” said Miquel, nodding toward her.

	“A bullet ant?” ventured Rachael.

	“Yes,” laughed Marcia, joining in on the sock-lowering fun, showing a series of small white scars lining her ankle.

	“Why are they called bullet ants?” asked Mason.

	“Because the bite is so painful, you feel like you’ve been shot by a bullet.”

	“Oh,” he nodded, his eyes roaming his surroundings for crawling critters.

	“Carol’s still waiting to be shot by Cupid,” Ava said. “It’s why she cries alone in her room at night. Softly.”

	Carol smacked Ava on the back of the head. “You’re an idiot.”

	“Ahem,” Miquel interrupted, attempting to regain control. “There are many things in that jungle that can hurt you…but the Red Devil isn’t one of them.”

	“So,” said Lucas, obviously needing closure. “The Red Devil isn’t real. It’s just something concocted to scare people.”

	“Yeah, buddy,” smiled Miquel. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

	Lucas’s face flushed with relief. In the distance, a loud whooping sound echoed through the night, making everyone jump.

	“Howler monkey,” laughed Marcia, as another monkey responded.

	“Eesh,” said Carol, “that thing is crazy loud.”

	“It’s incredible how they communicate,” explained Marcia. “You can hear their calls for miles.”

	“Carol,” Ava winked, “sounds like your boyfriend’s calling you.”

	“Ah, funny,” said Carol, punching her friend’s shoulder. 

	
6
Warning

	The campers all left for their cabins except for Ava and Carol. Ava was ready for a good night’s sleep, but Carol insisted that they stay and help Rebecca and her son with the dishes. She felt it was the least they could do.

	At first, Rebecca shooed them away, but Carol won her over by asking about her family and where she learned to cook.

	Daniel eyed the girls suspiciously as he moved the picnic tables back into a single line. Ava found an old wooden broom and began sweeping. Daniel appeared with a trashcan and dustpan.

	“Thank you, Daniel,” said Ava, smiling.

	“Sure,” replied Daniel dryly. It was as if it was too difficult to add any intonation to his response.

	Ava squatted and brushed the crumbs into the dustpan and emptied it into the trash.

	“You don’t have to do this, you know. You guys pay for our services, so….” 

	“I know,” acknowledged Ava, meeting his stare. “There’s a big difference between having to do something and wanting to do something. Your mom works hard and made a delicious meal for us—probably the best I’ve ever had—so this is just a little way for us to say thanks.”

	Daniel looked at her strangely and then at Carol. For the first time in a long time, he saw a smile on his mother’s face. She had Carol’s rapt attention. At that moment, something relaxed inside of Daniel. His eyes softened, and he stood gazing at his mother for a long moment. Ava, for the first time in her life, kept her mouth shut.

	“What color did your hair used to be?”

	“Huh, what?” Ava shook her head, surprised at Daniel’s choice of words. “Purple, beautiful luxurious purple.”

	“Sorry about that. Was it Juliana’s famous soap that caused your hair to change color?”

	“Good job,” Ava smiled. “You don’t miss much.”

	“No, the same thing happened to me,” nodded Daniel, running his fingers through his thick bleached blond hair.

	Ava snorted loudly, and then covered her mouth with her hand. Carol looked over at them and said something to Rebecca, who burst out laughing.

	“I have a suspicious feeling that they are talking about us,” said Ava, narrowing her eyes.

	Daniel didn’t reply. He didn’t have to. He was grinning from ear to ear; it felt so good to hear his mom laugh.

	Ava slid the trashcan back to the corner where she had found it and leaned the broom and dustpan against a wooden support. 

	“Rebecca gave us some pão de queijo to take back to our cabin,” Carol told her.

	Ava’s eyes grew wide. “Pão de queijo.” She put her hand to her chest. “My love,” swooned Ava.

	“It’s a family recipe passed down from three generations,” Carol beamed. She turned to Rebecca, saying, “Thank you so much again for such a wonderful dinner, and for the conversation.”

	A beautiful smile spread across Rebecca’s face, and she scooped Carol and Ava into her arms and gave them backbreaking hugs. “Boa noite, good night,” she said, beaming at them.

	Daniel spoke briefly to his mom, who shooed them away playfully. “Is it okay if I walk back with you to your cabin?” said Daniel.

	“Sure,” replied Ava. “Is it dangerous at night?”

	“No, not really. We have had some snakes and the occasional jaguar, but we have a guard that patrols the perimeter of the camp at night.”

	“Oh, cool,” said Carol. “Sounds exciting.”

	“There’s a door at the end of the enclosure,” explained Daniel. “We can just cut through there.”

	“Lead on—we’re following you,” said Ava.

	Daniel grabbed a Maglite from a wooden supply shelf, and he flicked it on and off to make sure that it worked. “A lot of creatures like to roam around at night. Do you want to see something really creepy?” he asked, his eyes filled with mischief.

	“Sure,” said Ava. “Why not?” Carol glanced at her friend like she’d lost her mind.

	Daniel extinguished two of the citronella torches, and the jungle was bathed in darkness. He lowered the flashlight and shone it at the grass in front of them. Hundreds of sparkling green stars appeared flickering in the night. 

	“What is that?” asked Carol. “It’s beautiful! Is it the light sparkling off the rainwater?” she asked, moving forward.

	“No,” said Daniel. “Stay behind me, and I’ll show you.” Daniel honed in on one of the sparkles—both Ava and Carol gasped at the same time. A huge spider sat in the grass, staring at them.

	“It’s their eyes reflecting the light from my flashlight,” said Daniel. “Cool, right?”

	“So all of those sparkles are spiders?”

	“Yep,” Daniel nodded. “Most of them are harmless, but we can stomp our feet and make lots of noise, so they know we’re coming.”

	“I don’t know what’s creepier,” said Carol, “the Red Devil mask or the spiders.”

	Daniel remained silent until they reached Ava and Carol’s cabin. He looked around and then faced the girls.

	“Miquel wasn’t entirely honest with you tonight.” He lowered his eyes and shifted his feet.

	“What do you mean?” asked Ava. “About what? Being bitten by a caiman?”

	“No, about the Red Devil.”

	“He’s real?” interrupted Ava.

	“Ava,” whispered Carol. “Let Daniel speak.”

	“Sorry,” said Ava. “Please continue.”

	“The mask that you saw in the rainforest, it’s not kids playing pranks…and it wasn’t meant for you. It was meant for the camp leaders. It’s a warning—”

	Daniel froze, and suddenly they were bathed in a blinding light—the girls held their hands over their eyes.

	“What’s going on here?” asked a raspy voice.

	“Nothing,” replied Daniel, his voice high and unnatural.

	“You know you’re not to be mingling with the guests. Get back to the lodge.”

	Without another word, Daniel disappeared into the darkness.

	“You two,” the man coughed, “it’s after curfew. Not safe to be out here—”

	“We know,” said Carol, cutting the man off. She grabbed Ava’s arm and they ran to their cabin, under the watchful eye of the stranger. Carol slammed the door shut and latched it.

	“Well, he’s friendly,” said Ava, looking out the window. The man stood like a statue, shining his powerful flashlight at their cabin.

	“Look at it this way,” replied Carol. “If he stands out there till morning, we’ll have our own personal nightlight.”

	“What do you think about what Daniel told us?”

	“First, I wonder why Miquel lied to us—”

	“That’s easy,” said Ava. “He didn’t want to scare us.”

	“Secondly, why did Daniel say it’s a warning to the people who run this camp? This camp has been here forever,” mused Carol.

	“I don’t know,” replied Ava. “Your dad researched this camp, right? I’m sure he read reviews and checked it out thoroughly. Maybe we can get a few minutes with Daniel at breakfast tomorrow, because right now we’re just guessing.”

	“Is our nightlight still out there?” asked Carol.

	“Yes and no…he’s still standing there staring at our cabin…but he no longer has his flashlight on.”

	Carol pulled the beaded chain connected to their ceiling light, bathing the room in darkness. She double-checked the latch on the door and checked the lock on the window. “I don’t know about you,” she whispered. “But that guy creeps me out!”

	
7
Wake up

	Carol startled awake. Her nervous system was sounding a red alert. She slowly lifted her head and looked at her chest. Eight black eyes stared back at her. A huge creature supported by eight hairy legs stood menacingly on her chest. Carol’s eyes moved from the spider’s unblinking orbs down to its curved fangs…they were huge. 

	“Ava!” croaked Carol, afraid to move. “Ava! Help!” she whispered more urgently.

	“Ugh,” groaned Ava. “What is it?” she asked, leaning over the top bunk, her hair hanging over her face like a mop. “Is that a…. Holy crap, Carol, you’ve got a tarantula on your chest!”

	“Yes…,” mouthed Carol. 

	“One second,” shouted Ava, jumping to the floor. “I’ll get him!” Ava grabbed a hiking boot, adjusted her positioning to get the best swing, and raised the boot over her head. “This may hurt a little,” she warned.

	“No!” gasped Carol, stopping Ava mid-swing. “No! Get Miquel. Now!”

	The tarantula sensed Carol’s movement and slowly moved toward her face.

	“Are they poisonous?” asked Ava. “I think I can smash it before it can bite you.”

	“Miquel,” whispered Carol closing her eyes. “Please, Ava, now!”

	“Got it! Miquel, I’m getting Miquel.” Ava flung open the door and ran outside.

	The tarantula took another tentative step forward, moving from her chest to her neck, its prickly hairs tickling her skin as it moved slowly toward her face.

	Carol stared at her chin, willing the arachnid to detour from her body onto the bed so she could make an escape. Instead, just like in the movies, two hairy arms slowly appeared on her chin.

	Where is Miquel? He probably keeps these things as pets.

	Carol held her breath. She felt a gentle tug on her chin, and then eight unblinking eyes appeared on her face, staring into Carol’s soul.

	“Carol,” Ava yelled breathlessly. “We’re here!”

	Carol lay perfectly still, unable to speak. The tarantula stood on her face, straddling her mouth and nose. Please don’t bite me, please don’t bite me.

	“Don’t move,” cautioned a female’s voice. 

	Who is that?

	Marcia’s face came into view. She smiled reassuringly at Carol. “Seems like you’ve found yourself a whiteknee tarantula,” she said softly. “They’re very common here. Don’t move. I’m going to get him to climb onto my hand.”

	I don’t care where he crawls, as long as it’s off me.

	Carol closed her eyes. She could feel the warmth of Marcia’s hand as she gently placed it on her face.

	“He’s moving,” said Ava excitedly, giving Carol progress updates.

	Marcia held her hand perfectly still. The giant tarantula slowly crawled onto her palm.

	“I’ve got him now,” said Marcia, backing away from Carol.

	Carol exhaled, taking in deep breaths. “Thank you,” she whispered.

	“That is one massive spider,” said Ava in awe, moving closer to get a better look. “Carol, you’ve got to see this thing up close. It’s incredible!”

	“Think about what you’re saying,” said Carol, frantically wiping her face and a sheen of sweat from her forehead. “I literally had its foot in my mouth.”

	“How did you get in here?” Marcia asked the spider, rotating her hand so it faced her. “Did you guys leave the door open, or your window open?”

	“No,” said Carol. “After Miquel’s lecture about snakes and assassin bugs, I considered sleeping in a Ziploc bag. Is it poisonous?” she asked, sitting up, regaining her composure.

	“Well, all tarantulas are venomous, but this one’s not deadly. If you’ve ever been stung by a bee, that’s pretty much what his bite feels like. Unpleasant, but this little guy won’t kill you. You wouldn’t hurt Carol, would you?” chirped Marcia at the spider.

	“But you’re just holding him in your hand,” said Ava. “Aren’t you afraid?”

	“No,” she smiled. “Most of the time, tarantulas are docile, and if handled correctly, you don’t have any problems. This little guy is a juvenile. When he’s fully grown, he’ll have a leg span of eight inches—the size of a dinner plate.”

	“A dinner plate? That’s insane,” said Ava, trying to imagine a spider that large.

	“I’m going to go release him.” Marcia paused in the doorway. “I’ll have Miquel stop by and check out your cabin to see if he can figure out how this little feller got in here.”

	“Okay, thank you, Marcia,” said Carol. “That was…well, very cool.”

	“You’re welcome,” she shouted, waving her free arm as she walked down the steps. “Don’t forget, breakfast’s in fifteen.”

	“She is so brave,” declared Carol. “I truly admire that woman.”

	“I’m surprised you didn’t use your handy-dandy survival bracelet,” teased Ava. 

	“You laugh,” said Carol, admiring her bright blue bracelet, “but someday this bad boy is going to save your life.”

	“Yeah, yeah, save your speech for the spider,” smirked Ava.

	
8
Followed

	A nervous tingle raced down Ava’s spine. They had just begun the day’s hike through the rainforest when she had that uneasy feeling that they were being followed. It was that feeling you get when you’re sure that someone is hiding behind the shower curtain while you brush your teeth. She looked around at the others, but they all seemed too preoccupied to notice.

	Carol was frantically swatting at a cloud of insects swarming around her head. Ava felt a momentary twinge of guilt. She’d put a spoonful of honey in Carol’s shampoo. She’d thought it would just make her hair a little sticky. She had no idea that she would attract every insect in the rainforest, but they were drawn to her like moths to a flame.

	Mason was busy pulling his sweaty shirt from his armpits, and Miquel was scanning the trees and nearby foliage for wildlife. The rest of the group was talking excitedly to Marcia about the creatures they might see on their adventure. Lucas piped up once again, needing reassurance that there weren’t any storms that they might need to know about. 

	There it was again. A mere flicker of a shadow, silently moving like a wraith along the jungle floor. Ava stopped for a moment, fished her phone from her pocket, swiped to camera mode, and pressed the video button. She raised the camera to her face—pausing momentarily to mourn the loss of her purple highlights.

	She’d have to hurry; the group was on the move again. Ava tilted her head from side to side, pretending to take selfies—instead, she watched the screen, searching through the ferns and scattered vegetation for any sign of the mysterious stalker. It took all of her willpower not to react when she saw a shadow dart behind a giant red cedar. 

	“Got you,” she whispered, catching the person on video. Someone was definitely following them. Ava slipped her phone back into her pocket and hurried forward to join the group. She had just caught up to Carol, who was now wearing a shirt over her head to protect herself from flying insects, when Miquel held up his hand for everyone to stop. He raised his index finger to his lips. The group quietly gathered around him.

	“Look up there,” he said softly. He pointed to a tree, where a monkey with a dark brown head, tan body, and black markings that looked like socks hung upside down by its tail.

	“Oh cool,” whispered Mason, grabbing his phone from his pocket.

	“It’s a spider monkey,” said Miquel.

	Carol shivered at the word “spider.”

	“It’s beautiful,” observed Rachael. 

	“If you weren’t looking closely, you’d never see him,” said Carol.

	“I couldn’t have said it better myself,” replied Ava, playfully touching her shoulder against her friend’s. “Carol,” she whispered, “don’t react, but we’re being followed—and I’m not talking about the insects swarming around your head.”

	Carol nodded and pointed at the spider monkey. “By who…or by what?” she added, not liking the thought of being stalked by man or beast.

	“It looks like a man,” whispered Ava. “I shot some video, but he was behind some ferns and then darted behind a tree.”

	“Should we tell Miquel or Marcia?” asked Carol in a hushed voice.

	Ava stared at the monkey, thinking. “Let’s let him keep following us. I’d like to get a good picture of him. Maybe one of the guides will recognize him.”

	Carol nodded. “For now, we’ll play it cool.”

	“Exactamundo,” replied Ava, wondering if the spider monkey ever got dizzy hanging upside down by its tail. 

	The girls rejoined the conversation. Tony was just asking why they were called spider monkeys, and if they actually ate spiders. Carol immediately decided that if the answer was yes, she’d like to have one in her room.

	“Great questions, Tony,” replied Miquel. Tony swelled with pride, not used to being complimented.

	“I’ve never seen a spider monkey actually eat a spider,” mused Miquel, “but that doesn’t mean that it wouldn’t. These little guys are omnivores. They like to eat fruit, honey, leaves, insects, and even bird eggs.”

	“But why are they called spider monkeys?” asked Lucas, repeating Tony’s question. 

	“Ah, yes. They’re called spider monkeys because they look like giant spiders when they’re sprawled out, hanging from branches with their tails and limbs.”

	“Makes sense,” nodded Tony, staring up at the monkey. “Cool name, dude.”

	“I heard that there are giant spiders called Goliath spiders here, and they’re so big that they can eat birds. Is that true?” asked Rachael.

	“Yep,” nodded Miquel proudly. “There’s over three thousand different species of spiders living here in the rainforest. Most are harmless, but there are a few that are deadly.” 

	“Is the Goliath spider dangerous?”

	“What do you think, Rachael?” scoffed Mason condescendingly. “If it can kill a bird….”

	“Actually,” Miquel interrupted, “the Goliath spider isn’t really a danger to humans…. Don’t get me wrong; it has a nasty bite; its fangs can grow to be over two and a half centimeters long—”

	“That means they are about an inch,” clarified Elliot, seeing the confusion on Rachael’s face. 

	“Thanks for the conversion, Elliot,” smiled Miquel. “The Goliath spider’s venom is actually quite weak. The spider we do have to watch for, is the one we saw yesterday,” he continued, “the wandering spider.”

	“Because he’s curious?” asked Ava. “Always wondering?”

	“Because it’s the most venomous spider in the world,” explained Marcia.

	Miquel laughed. “Wandering spiders are nighttime hunters. They don’t build webs; instead they wander the jungle at night looking for prey. Many of them have a really cool feature: red fangs.”

	“That’s really cool,” said Lucas.

	“Yep,” said Miquel, getting into his explanation. “If it feels threatened, it will raise up on its hind legs, lift its front legs straight up, and show off its fangs.” 

	Miquel held out his palm and pretended like his other hand was a spider. He lifted two fingers, and then pretended to attack Rachael. “Gotcha!”

	Rachael reacted by slamming her fist into his hand, crumpling his imaginary spider. “Oh my God,” said Rachael, grimacing as Miquel looked at his throbbing hand.

	“Five years of karate…,” she said meekly. “Sorry.”

	“Highly effective,” moaned Miquel. “Highly effective.” 

	“So,” laughed Marcia, “two valuable lessons. Stay on the path, and never attempt to surprise Rachael, if you value your life.”

	“She must be deadly at rock, paper, scissors,” joked Ava.

	After Miquel’s wandering spider speech, the group had no problems sticking to the trail. Mason and Tony even began talking with Rachael, either out of a newfound respect for her martial prowess or out of fear of being crushed like Miquel’s hand. They wanted to apologize for their previous rude comments. 

	Miquel was in the middle of an earnest discussion about leafcutter ants and the fact that they could lift ten times their bodyweight when Marcia pointed excitedly to a large flowering bush. She motioned everyone over. 

	“Move in slowly,” she cautioned. “She’ll fly away if you scare her.”

	“Frighten what?” asked Lucas, staring at the leaves of the towering Miconia bush.

	“Right there,” said Elliot, carefully pointing to an insect that was hypnotically swaying back and forth. 

	“It’s a unicorn mantis,” said Marcia.

	“Aves,” squealed Carol, “he’s got a little horn on his forehead, like a unicorn.” Carol already had her phone out, zooming in on the bright green insect.

	While everyone’s attention was focused on the praying mantis, Ava used the opportunity to scan the jungle. Nothing. She slowly turned her head, her eyes probing every shadow…every tree…every bush. Still, there was no sign of the man stalking them.

	“Dang,” whispered Ava disappointedly.

	“Anything?” asked Carol, dropping to the back of the group, joining Ava.

	“No,” said Ava, shaking her head. “I think we spooked—”

	“What the…,” gasped Carol, feeling something squishy and cold on her neck.

	Suddenly the children were screaming and scattering in all directions. The sky seemed to be literally filled with poisonous snakes, falling onto the campers from the trees. Ava shrieked in terror; she could feel the cold serpent wrapping around her neck. She spun, grabbed the snake by its tail, and whipped it to the ground, stomping on its head. Without a thought, she grabbed a black snake from Carol’s hair before turning to help the other children.

	Amidst the mayhem, a figure appeared on the path before them—wearing the mask of the Red Devil, his eyes the color of blood. He raised his hand and hurled a cylindrical object at their feet. There was a blinding flash, and then a thick yellow cloud of smoke enveloped them, burning their eyes and throats.

	Disoriented, coughing, and gagging, the children crashed into each other, falling to the ground. Miquel and Marcia grabbed them one by one, leading them to safety, away from the smoke and snakes.

	“It’s okay! It’s okay!” coughed Miquel. “The snakes aren’t real. They’re not real!”

	“Use your water to rinse your eyes,” encouraged Marcia as she wiped her eyes with her sleeve and then knelt to help the children.

	“Why, why would someone do that?” cried Lucas.

	“I don’t know,” said Marcia. She shared a look with Miquel, her face a mixture of anger, fear, and worry. Carol observed the wordless exchange between the two counselors. She had the feeling that they knew more than they were letting on.

	Miquel walked ahead of the group and began screaming into his phone, his voice filled with anger. He finished and shoved his phone into his vest.

	“Sanchez is on his way,” he told Marcia stiffly. “We need to get the children back to camp.”

	Marcia turned and faced the children. “We’re going to head back to camp. Make sure to keep an eye on each other so we can all return safely.”

	The group trudged along the leaf-strewn path in silence. First, the storms had battled to drive them away, and now a crazed man dressed like the Red Devil had attacked them. What was next?

	Carol and Ava followed along behind the group. Carol turned to Ava, tears running from her eyes and snot pouring from her nose. “I’m guessing that’s the guy you saw following us,” she whispered.

	“I think so,” Ava whispered hoarsely. She wiped her nose on her sleeve. Unable to stop herself, she looked over her shoulder to see if they were being followed.

	“We walked right into his trap,” whispered Carol. “He knew we were coming.”

	Ava nodded. “Somebody doesn’t want us here…and I don’t know how far they’ll go to scare us away.”

	“Remember what Daniel said last night? He said the Red Devil mask we found in the forest wasn’t meant for us. He said it was meant for the camp leaders.”

	“Yeah, I remember,” said Ava, waiting for Carol to continue.

	“Then why would they attack all of us? Why didn’t they just wait for an opportunity to attack Marcia and Miquel?” asked Carol.

	“Because maybe…they’ve been warned already, and they didn’t listen.”

	“Maybe they have…I mean, it would make sense, especially since things escalated so quickly.”

	Ava thought about what Carol said. They went from finding a mask in the forest to being ambushed; there were no other warnings. “Okay, here’s what I think. I think that whoever is behind this doesn’t want us here.”

	Carol stared at her friend expectantly. “That’s it? You really dug deep for that one.” She stepped behind Ava and began rummaging through her backpack.

	“Firefly, what the heck are you doing?”

	“Looking for a shovel, in case you have any other deep thoughts. Ah, here we go.”

	“Very funny. I wasn’t finished, you moron. By the way, I didn’t see you spring into action and save the day with your survival bracelet. Did it repel snakes? No. Create a shield against teargas? No. Want me to keep going?”

	Carol glanced at her blue bracelet and rotated it on her wrist. “It has a compass,” she replied smugly.

	“Great, we can use it to bore our attackers to death. Besides, that compass is so miniscule you’d need a magnifying glass to even see it.”

	“Hah. It just happens to have a magnifying glass and a miniature bottle opener.” Carol tilted her head to the side. “So who looks foolish now?”

	“Take a selfie,” scoffed Ava. “Also, if you haven’t noticed, we’re in the rainforest. Not a lot of bottles around here. When we return to the States, I’m sending you to an afterschool program on smack talk.”

	“Fine,” huffed Carol. “I apologize for assuming you were finished with your explanation.”

	“Thank you. I accept your apology, and I apologize for making you aware of the worthlessness of your survival bracelet.”

	“Hey…I apologized,” said Carol, scrunching her face.

	“So did I!” exclaimed Ava.

	“Fine, your hair is green,” smiled Carol smugly, “and I don’t like it.”

	Ava’s hand flew to her bangs, and her face fell along with her chin to her chest.

	“Too soon?” asked Carol, feeling a tinge of guilt.

	“Too soon,” whispered Ava. “I rescind my offer to send you to a class on smack talk.”

	Carol bumped her shoulder into her friend’s. “Okay, Kermit,” she teased, “tell me what you think.”

	“I think that everyone, including the counselors, were caught off guard by the attack. I also think these threats are somewhat new. Otherwise we wouldn’t be here right now.”

	“Not following you. What do you mean we wouldn’t be here?”

	“Your dad is the one that found this camp, right? Wait, did I just ask a rhetorical question?”

	“Yes, you did, good job,” said Carol, patting Ava’s shoulder.

	“Awesome, I can mark that off my bucket list. All right, we both know that your dad researched the heck out of this place. Remember, he said he combed through hundreds of reviews and even corresponded with a couple of families that sent their kids here. If there was even a remote chance of us being in danger, he wouldn’t have sent us here.”  

	“That’s true,” agreed Carol. “My dad spent weeks researching this camp.”

	“And there were no red flags, no warnings from other parents discussing strange men dressed in masks and hurling teargas grenades, right?”

	“Like you said,” agreed Carol. “We wouldn’t be here right now.” Carol studied her fellow campers, their heads hung low, coughing, defeated.

	“What do you think they’re going to do?” asked Ava, following Carol’s stare.

	“I don’t know. It’s not much of an adventure camp if there’s no exploring. I think the only way we’re going to get to the bottom of this is by talking to Daniel.”

	Ava nodded. “We’ll have to figure out a way to talk to him—”

	“You guys okay?” Marcia popped up unexpectedly beside them.

	“We’re fine,” Ava answered for the both of them. “Camp Adventura certainly lives up to its name.”

	“Any idea why he attacked us?” asked Carol. “He obviously knew we were coming,” she added.

	“I don’t have any idea.” Marcia shook her head. “Look,” she smiled, “I know it has been a crazy couple of days, so from now on Sanchez will travel with us. He was a member of the Brazilian Special Forces. I don’t think we will have any more problems with him around,” she explained. “Also, Miquel called the local police to file a complaint. Don’t you worry.” She smiled again as she walked away to join the others. “We’ll take care of you.”

	“How come I feel like the words ‘take care of’ could get us killed?” whispered Ava.

	“We’ve got to talk to Daniel,” said Carol, “before this adventure turns into a tragedy.”

	
9
Trying to Figure It Out

	As expected, as soon as the children arrived back at camp, they were told to shower and meet back at the counselor’s cabin for a meeting and early lunch. While Carol showered, Ava stared out the window to collect her thoughts. The first thing on their agenda: get some answers from Daniel. 

	The sky reflected the mood of the camp—mind-numbing gray. Droplets of rain began to fall on the old porch railing, pitter-pattering softly on the roof. Ava suddenly felt exhausted. She eyed her bed, wishing she could curl up beneath the blankets and take a quick nap—after she checked for tarantulas, of course.

	A dark-skinned man appeared outside, dressed from head to toe in camouflage like a soldier. He wore a rifle slung over his back, and a machete hung from his belt like a sword. Must be Sanchez, thought Ava. Marcia said he would be protecting the camp. Sanchez leaned against a jeep, eyeing the lodges wearily. He turned his gaze skyward, and then busied himself rummaging through his jacket pocket. He tapped a box on his hand, then cupped his hands around his face.

	“Ah, a cigarette,” said Ava softly. 

	A thick plume of white smoke billowed from his mouth. She shook her head and laughed when Sanchez removed his hat to protect his cigarette from the rain. Now that’s dedication, thought Ava sadly.

	 

	***

	 

	It was still raining when the girls left for the meeting. They skirted along the outside of the main cabin and slipped into the screened-in canopy through the door Daniel had shown them. Carol immediately spotted Rebecca and Daniel. They were busily chopping fruit and scooping it into bowls, preparing for lunch.

	“I’ll be right back,” said Carol. “I’m going to say hi to Daniel and his mom.”

	“Okay,” said Ava. She quietly joined Marcia, Miquel, and Juliana, who were deep in conversation with Elliot.

	“Are we near a local tribe?” asked Elliot. “I mean, are we encroaching on their territory?”

	“No, no,” said Miquel, shaking his head. “I don’t think it’s anything like that. Daniel and Rebecca are from the local village. If there had been any kind of problem, we would have been the first to know. This camp has been a part of the community for nearly twenty years.”

	Elliot became silent again. Ava imagined that deep inside that dark hoodie, he was deep in thought.

	“All right,” said Miquel, breaking up their informal meeting. He turned his attention to the campers who had gathered. “Everyone, please take a seat.” He waited until everyone was settled before he began.

	Carol hurried over and slipped in between Ava and Elliot.

	“How’d it go?” whispered Ava out of the side of her mouth.

	Carol made a face. “Daniel left as soon as I walked over. He wouldn’t even look at me.”

	“Thank you, everyone,” Miquel began. He clasped his hands in front of his waist and inhaled sharply.

	“We’ll talk about it when Miquel’s done,” whispered Carol.

	Ava nodded as Miquel launched into his speech.

	“I know that the past couple of days have been unquestionably horrible,” Miquel acknowledged.

	“You think?” scoffed Mason under his breath. He made sure it was loud enough for everyone to hear.

	Miquel ignored him and continued. “The storm.” He unclasped his hands and held them out as if surrendering. “That was just Mother Nature displaying her awesomeness. The Red Devil mask in the woods—we would have never found it had we not strayed from our path.”

	“What about today? You can’t explain that away,” interrupted Mason angrily.

	“Mason, I know you and the others are upset, and I don’t blame you. Everyone is going to have an opportunity to speak in just a moment. Okay?”

	“Fine,” agreed Mason bitterly. He leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest.

	“I don’t know if what happened today was a one-time thing. I don’t know if it could happen again.”

	“By ‘thing,’ you mean being attacked by a crazy man with teargas,” scoffed Tony.

	“Yes, Tony, that’s what I am referring to. At this point, we’re going to have to cut off all treks into the jungle so we can guarantee your safety.”

	Mason threw his hands up and looked at the rest of the children. “What?” he chided. “You’ve got nothing to say? We paid a lot of money to come here, and now we’re being held captive in this camp?”

	Miquel’s cheeks reddened as he fought to hold back his anger. “No, Mason, you’ll only be staying here until we can arrange return flights for you guys. Your parents’ money will be refunded in its entirety. I’m sorry,” he said softly.

	“What?!” yelled Tony, jumping to his feet. “My parents are in Europe. They’re not going to be back for a week.”

	“We’ll contact your families and work with them one on one,” replied Miquel calmly. “I’ve hired Victor Sanchez. He is retired Special Forces. The camp will be safe under his guard until we can make arrangements with your parents.”

	“What about the police?” asked Rachael. “Why aren’t they involved? Surely they don’t want people harassing tourists in their country.”

	“We’ve contacted the police. They are aware of the situation—”

	“And?” asked Mason.

	“They will be investigating the event. I’m meeting with them this afternoon.”

	“What if they catch the people responsible for this? Will we still have to leave?” asked Rachael.

	“You want to stay?” Tony shook his head at Rachael like she was crazy.

	“I’ll stay.” Mason slammed his fist onto the picnic table, making everyone jump. “You’re all a bunch of cowards, afraid of some guy in a ridiculous mask with toy snakes and a smoke bomb. Cowards,” he hissed.

	“I’m sorry, Mason, but that decision isn’t up to you. We are responsible for your safety.”

	Mason shoved himself back from the picnic table and stormed away into the guides’ cabin. Marcia jumped to her feet, racing after him.

	“So,” asked Rachael, “you didn’t answer my question. What if they catch whoever’s responsible for this?”

	Miquel lowered his eyes. “The chances of that happening…are slim to none.”

	“But you’ll try, right?” she insisted.

	Miquel shook his head. “We’ll give the police twenty-four hours, but ultimately, like I said, you are our responsibility, and your safety comes first.”

	Lucas shook his head, his eyes filled with tears. “No,” he said defiantly, “this isn’t right. This was my one chance to prove to my dad that I was brave. We can’t just give up.”

	“Lucas,” said Elliot, “you are brave. Tell me, have any of your friends crossed a terrorizing bridge hundreds of feet above a river filled with flesh-eating caimans?”

	“No,” whispered Lucas softly.

	“Have they slid across a log over a raging river, or come face-to-face with a Red Devil?”

	“No,” smiled Lucas shyly.

	“Well, there you have it,” encouraged Elliot. “If that’s not bravery, Lucas, I don’t know what is.”

	Carol turned toward Ava, and without speaking a word, she already knew what they had to do—find the Red Devil.

	
10
Bathroom Reconnaissance

	Meet me in the bathroom in five minutes. Daniel reread the handwritten message Carol had surreptitiously slipped into his hand as he passed out bowls of soup.

	Carol watched him closely, hoping that he would give her a head-nod or some kind of confirmation, but her heart dropped when he threw the note into the trash.

	“He threw the note away,” she whispered to Ava.

	“Great…. What the heck happened?”

	“Maybe someone got to him,” suggested Elliot softly. He skootched closer to Carol, which made the tips of her ears burn red.

	“Careful,” teased Ava. “You may get lost in that hood.”

	“What do you mean ‘someone got to him,’ and how do you know what we’re talking about? Maybe Ava and I just like whispering.”

	“We are quite the whisperers,” acknowledged Ava proudly.

	“Right,” said Elliot. “I saw you leave with Daniel the other night, and then you tried to talk to him this morning, but he ignored you. Then, you just handed him a note…which he threw away.”

	“It was a love note. Carol was bummed that she got turned down by the howler monkeys—”

	“Was I that obvious?” moaned Carol, ignoring Ava’s rambling.

	“No, actually I just heard you tell Ava that he threw the note away. I have amazing hearing.”

	“Let me guess, under that hoodie, you’re hiding massive ears,” said Ava.

	“Something like that,” replied Elliot.

	“Can you fly with them?”

	“Ava, focus,” hissed Carol. 

	She turned her attention back to Elliot. “Please don’t repeat anything we whispered—but the other night, Daniel walked with us to our cabin. He was about to tell us about the Red Devil when the guard chased him away. He said that Miquel and the others weren’t telling us everything.”

	Elliot nodded his head. “I think someone is watching Daniel, or has threatened him in some way. It would explain his behavior.”

	“I agree,” said Ava. “Unless, of course, he was jealous of the howler monkeys.”

	“Well,” said Carol, “There’s only one way to find out.”

	 

	***

	 

	Carol quietly opened the door to the women’s restroom. There was a sink, a single stall, and a small window. She lowered a wooden latch, then crouched at the bottom of the door, listening. She could hear Miquel’s voice. He must be on the phone, thought Carol, since there were long moments of silence, and then she didn’t hear any other voices.

	She caught her breath as a board creaked near the bathroom door, and then a shadow appeared. She quickly unlocked the door and opened it a sliver. She sucked in a gasp of relief. Daniel slipped in, and she secured the wooden latch once more.

	“Daniel,” Carol started. “What’s going on? What happened?”

	“Listen.” Daniel was visibly shaking. “I can’t be seen talking to you.”

	“Why not?” asked Carol. “We can help.”

	“No.” Daniel shook his head sadly. “This is bigger than you and me.”

	“You’d be surprised what we’re capable of. At least let us know what we’re up against.”

	“It doesn’t matter. In a few days Camp Adventura will be forced to shut down. And…my mother—”

	“What do you mean ‘shut down’?” insisted Carol.

	“Shh!” Daniel held his finger to his lips, his eyes open wide. Someone was coming. 

	He rushed over to the window and shoved it open. The footsteps came to a stop just outside the bathroom door. Carol and Daniel stood still as statues, listening. It felt like an eternity, but whoever it was finally disappeared into the men’s restroom. Carol and Daniel didn’t move until they heard the scrape of the wood latch sliding into place.

	“I’ve got to go,” whispered Daniel urgently.

	Carol grabbed him by the arm. “You can’t give up.”

	“It’s not giving up. It’s called survival—you wouldn’t understand.”

	Daniel’s eyes grew cold. Carol felt like she’d been punched in the chest. Her heart felt like it was being crushed.

	“Fine,” she whispered defiantly. “Maybe I don’t, but it doesn’t mean I’m not going to try and help.”

	Daniel was gone. He’d climbed out of the window, tuning her out. She leaned on the sink and stared at her reflection in the grimy old mirror. Maybe Daniel was right. Maybe sometimes you had to give up. Maybe sometimes the risk was too great. A soft rap rap on the door disrupted her thoughts. She turned the sink on, washed her hands, and raised the wooden latch.

	“Hi, Juliana,” said Carol, opening the door for her.

	“Hi, Carol,” said Juliana, smiling awkwardly. “What a mess,” she said, shaking her head. “I feel so sorry for you guys.”

	“It’s okay. I actually learned quite a bit…but I’m more worried about Camp Adventura, and you guys. What’s going to happen to Daniel and Rebecca?”

	Juliana shook her head. “They’re from a small village…. This was their livelihood. Daniel’s dad died when he was seven, and he’s been helping his mom here ever since.”

	Carol nodded sadly, not sure what to say next.

	“Get back to your friends,” smiled Juliana. “Things will work out how they’re supposed to work out.” She gave Carol a hug, then shooed her away.

	When Carol returned to the canopy, everyone was gone except Rebecca, who was busily sweeping beneath the picnic tables. Carol offered to help her, but she simply responded with “Your friends are waiting for you in your cabin.”

	Carol stood for a moment, watching Rebecca. What a difference one day had made. Rebecca had spent the last twenty years taking care of other people. Carol set her jaw; it was time that someone took care of her.
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Operation Find Out What’s Going On

	Ava was just about to slam Elliot in the chest with a hiking boot when Carol walked into the cabin.

	“Ava Clarke, what the heck are you doing with my boot?”

	“You’re back! Elliot and I were reenacting your tarantula attack. I was just about to show him how I launched into rescue mode—but now you’ve obviously ruined it, simply by being here.”

	“Okay, well that’s nice. I’ll have you know that while you were in here creating your little fictional melodrama, I was gathering important information and putting my life at risk.”

	Ava turned toward Elliot. “And she’s calling me melodramatic? I hope you’re not expecting a pay raise.”

	A chuckle emanated from deep within Elliot’s hoodie. “Are you guys always like this?”

	Carol thought for a moment and then smiled. “As far back as I can remember. We’ve actually been friends since we were three.”

	“That’s really sweet,” laughed Elliot.

	“Okay, okay,” said Ava, throwing her hands up. “Enough of this memory lane stuff. Carol, please stop wasting our time and tell us what you found out on your spy mission.”

	Elliot swung his feet around and sat on the edge of Carol’s bed.

	“Our assumptions were right—”

	“You cry softly into your pillow at night because no one loves you?” Ava interrupted.

	“You’re exhausting…,” sighed Carol.

	“I’m sorry, please continue, Care-bear.”

	“Someone got to Daniel. He’s afraid to tell me what he knows. He said that it was bigger than all of us.”

	“What the heck is that supposed to mean?” asked Ava.

	“He thinks we don’t have the resources necessary to remedy the situation,” explained Elliot.

	“Very well put,” said Carol.

	“Do you think that it’s someone within the camp, and that’s why Daniel’s scared to say anything? Or, or…,” said Ava, snapping her fingers. “Why do people usually try to scare people away?”

	“Because they’re trying to hide something,” responded Carol and Elliot in unison.

	“But what could they possibly be hiding?” Elliot asked. “We’re in the middle of the rainforest.”

	“Carol and I think the attacks are something new,” Ava replied.

	“Why’s that?” asked Elliot.

	“Because there’s nothing online about any problems here. All we could find were glowing reviews from parents.”

	“Well, that’s about to change…. I have a feeling that Mason and Tony are going to do a lot of damage,” Elliot commented.

	“Yeah,” agreed Ava. “I think we’d be in a lot better shape if we knew who we were up against. Is it just one guy, or is it a whole group of people?”

	“But if Daniel’s not talking, and Miquel and Marcia aren’t talking…,” Elliot started.

	“Ava and I will figure it out,” Carol said. 

	“And how exactly do you plan on figuring it out?”

	“Like we always do, reconnaissance.”

	“I hear what you’re saying,” said Elliot. “But it’s not computing. Can you add a few more descriptors?”

	Ava held up her hand and paced back and forth across the room. “You may not know this about Carol and me, but we are highly trained investigators. Our powers of observation are boundless—”

	“Anyways,” interrupted Carol, waving Ava aside. “Remember where we found the Red Devil in the jungle?” 

	Elliot nodded, “How could I forget?”

	“That’s where we need to start looking. Whoever is behind this, can’t be far from where we found the Red Devil. They’re using it to scare the locals away.”

	“It’s a perfect plan,” said Ava. “The locals believe that the Red Devil will steal your soul if you look into his eyes. Heck, even Carol and I were afraid it was going to steal our souls.” Ava turned to Carol, “Well, she was, not me. I think all of this demon stuff is childish.” 

	“So, just to be clear,” summed up Elliot, “you two want to go snooping around in the rainforest looking for clues so you can track down a crazed maniac that hurls rubber snakes and teargas at children.”

	“Exactly,” beamed Ava.

	“And you think they’re going to just let you waltz out of your cabin into the woods? Plus, don’t forget they’ve got Sanchez watching over the cabins now.”

	“Yeah, I know,” said Carol. “That’s the major hiccup right now. We need some kind of distraction—I keep wracking my brain about it.”

	“Leave that one to me,” said Elliot confidently. “Anyone crazy enough to try to sneak out of a cabin guarded by an armed soldier, and then go traipsing through the jungle at night, deserves my help.”

	“You think you can distract Sanchez?” asked Carol. 

	“I’ve got the perfect plan. Cabin check is at 9:30—you guys be ready at exactly ten o’clock. Trust me, I’ll keep his attention long enough for you to sneak out.”

	“Do we want to know?” asked Ava.

	“Let’s put it this way…. Everyone is guaranteed to be surprised.”
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Elliot Gold

	A row of powerful spotlights illuminated the horseshoe drive in front of Camp Adventura. The rain had stopped, and now light rippled on the surface of the newly formed mud puddles. Two gasoline generators hummed in the night, powering the newly placed spotlights.

	Ava crouched in front of her window, peeking outside. Sanchez was perched atop a jeep, a rifle lying across his legs. The orange tip of his cigarette blazed in the night.

	“Hopefully Sanchez doesn’t have to chase anyone. His lungs probably look like beef jerky.”

	“Gross,” laughed Carol. “Ew, think about it, maybe that’s what jerky is made out of.”

	Ava snorted. “Thanks for the visual.”

	“Three minutes till ten,” announced Carol quietly. “Let’s hope Elliot’s right about his plan.”

	“He’s a smart kid, and he looked pretty confident. Well…I think he looked confident. He stays hidden in that hoodie, so who knows.”

	“He’s so mysterious,” gushed Carol. “Such an enigma!”

	“Oh my God,” Ava groaned. “You’re absolutely hopeless, you know that?”

	“Someday you’ll grow a heart, and you’ll know what it feels like to be in love.”

	Ava rolled her eyes and sighed. “I hope not.”  

	Sanchez flicked his cigarette into the sky. Ava imagined a miniature asteroid burning through the darkness, plummeting to the earth—an explosion of sparks flying away on impact. “And that’s what happened to the dinosaurs,” whispered Ava softly. 

	“What?” whispered Carol.

	“Nothing, don’t distract me. I’m being vigilant.”

	Sanchez leaped from the jeep, rested his rifle on the hood, and stretched his arms above his head. He moved his hips from side to side like a metronome. 

	“He’s up and moving,” said Ava, her face glued to the window. “I’ve either just witnessed his weekly calisthenics routine or he’s about to break into the Macarena.”

	Sanchez walked from one end of the horseshoe-shaped drive to the other. He fidgeted in his pocket for a moment, and then lit another cigarette. For a long moment, he stood motionless, his head cocked to the side, staring into the jungle.

	“Is he looking this way?” asked Carol.

	“Nope, he seems to be focused on something in the jungle.”

	Carol quietly unlocked their door and opened it just a sliver. The loud drone of the generators and the smell of gas filled the room. She crawled across the floor and joined Ava beneath the window.  “Remember, as soon as Sanchez is gone, we bolt for the side of the cabin where he can’t see us, and off into the woods.”

	“I’m all over it,” whispered Ava.

	A door slammed, making both girls jump. They could hear the sound of feet pounding downstairs—and then a voice. Elliot’s voice, loud and shrill. He raced behind the two jeeps, screaming, “It’s in my room! It’s in my room!”

	Sanchez dashed over to him, shouting at him in Portuguese and pointing back to his cabin. 

	The girls could see Elliot pleading with him, jabbing his finger at his cabin. Miquel came racing out of the guides’ house, dressed in polka-dotted boxers and a T-shirt—with a machete in his hand.

	Elliot was waving his arms hysterically, yelling about something in his cabin. Miquel had his hand on Elliot’s shoulder. Sanchez looked around suspiciously. And then it happened. Elliot whipped back his hood. Miquel gasped. Sanchez gasped. Ava and Carol gasped. All the creatures in the jungle gasped.

	Miquel and Sanchez stepped back as if punched in their chests, their mouths hanging open. Ava and Carol turned and looked at each other, and then back at Elliot. 

	“Elliot is a girl?” Ava’s mouth hung open in disbelief.

	An avalanche of golden hair appeared from beneath Elliot’s hoodie. She shook her head from side to side as if she were filming a shampoo commercial. Elliot wasn’t just a girl; she was a world-famous teen singer—she was Elliot Gold!

	“That’s—that’s Elliot Gold,” whispered Carol. “Right there….” Her finger jabbed at the window.

	Elliot dramatically gestured toward her cabin again, and this time the men bounded after her like puppies. Elliot was right; she’d given Ava and Carol the perfect opportunity.

	“Go!” whispered Ava urgently. “Go!”
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The Knee of Doom

	Ava and Carol raced through the darkness, stealthily making their way along the perimeter of the camp to the main trail.

	“I can’t see a thing,” whispered Ava. “It’s suffocating.” She patted her front pocket, making sure her phone was still there. 

	“Me either, but we’re still too close to the camp to use our phones’ flashlights. We can’t risk Sanchez seeing us. As long as we stick to the main path, we’ll be fine. Just don’t touch anything,” Carol added.

	“Great—can I breathe?” Suddenly a hand slapped over Ava’s mouth, and another grabbed her arm. Instinctively, she whirled and struck out with her knee. She felt the impact of the blow and heard the gasp from the attacker as the air rushed from their lungs. She coiled her body and was just about to smash her elbow into the assailant when she heard a faint wheezing voice.

	“Ava, it’s me…,” a voice gasped. “Daniel.”

	“Daniel?” whispered Ava, surprised. “What are you doing here?”

	“Following you two—what else?” he groaned.

	“Sorry about the knee,” offered Ava. “But you can’t just grab people in the dark.”

	“Lesson learned,” he squeaked. “Give me a moment…. I think you kneed my stomach into my lungs.”

	Ava couldn’t see him in the inky blackness, but she imagined he was hunched over, hands on his thighs, fighting to breathe. She felt badly for slamming him in the gut, but she also felt proud of herself. 

	“Okay,” he whispered.

	“You better now?” asked Carol.

	“Yeah, she got in a lucky shot, but I’m fine.”

	Ava rolled her eyes. “You’re just lucky I didn’t crush your head with the elbow-of-doom. Half a second later, and we wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.”

	“Okay, seriously, what gives?” asked Carol. “Were you spying on us? You weren’t followed, were you? Because we made sure we—”

	“Me, followed? Hah!” Daniel scoffed. “As if. I’ve been keeping my eyes on you two. I figured you’d do something stupid, that’s all.”

	“I can’t see in the dark,” whispered Ava. “But my guess is you were pointing at Carol when you said that.”

	“You said that you couldn’t get involved,” said Carol, an edge to her voice. “So, we decided to take matters into our own hands.”

	“I’m sorry,” said Daniel, backing down. “I’m angry at myself…. I should be the one out here trying to figure things out, not you guys.”

	“Well, you kind of are. No one asked you to follow us out here,” said Carol, a little more softly.

	Daniel acknowledged Carol’s peace offering. “So,” he said, trying another less abrasive approach. “Do you guys have a plan?”

	“Of course,” declared Ava. “You’re not dealing with novices. We’ll track down the clues, figure out who’s behind the attack, and then Big Brain over there will decide how we proceed.” 

	“I see…,” Daniel said, nodding. “Well, then you’re going to need an experienced guide. The jungle is dangerous enough during the day…. At night, with all of the animals roaming about, it can be terrifying.”

	“Oh, we’ll be fine,” Ava replied sarcastically. “We’ve got miniature compasses and bottle openers.”

	“The survival bracelets have more than that,” said Carol defensively. “They have a little flint to start fires, string….”

	“Are you two always like this? Bickering at each other?”

	“Are you insinuating something about our relationship?” asked Carol.

	“Nope, I’m just thinking this is going to be a long, long night.”
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An Old Friend

	“Wait a second,” Daniel whispered for the eightieth time. 

	The girls came to a stop behind him. Daniel stood perfectly still, his eyes closed, listening to the familiar sounds of the rainforest. He’d done this many times as a young boy, exploring the jungle with his ears, listening to the shrill burst of insects, the rustling of branches as monkeys scampered through the trees. A smile spread across his face. This was his home, this was where he found inner peace, and tonight the jungle was alive with life—vibrant, radiating with energy, just as it should be.

	“All right,” he said softly. His voice carried with it a comforting security. “It should be safe to turn your flashlights on now.”

	“Thank God,” whispered Ava. She quickly fished her phone out of her pocket before he changed his mind. “I feel like I’ve lost a pint of blood to these miserable mosquitoes.” She tapped the flashlight app on her phone. The beam illuminated Carol’s face, blinding her.

	“Why…?” Carol whispered angrily. She threw her hand in front of her eyes. “Thanks, Ava. Now all I can see is glowing blobs.”

	“Sorry…my mistake. Woah, you should really see all of the insects swarming around your head. It’s amazing.” 

	“I think I may have seriously misjudged you guys,” said Daniel, shaking his head.

	“I’m pretty sure he’s saying we’ve exceeded his expectations,” said Ava out of the side of her mouth.

	“I’m sure that’s what he’s thinking,” replied Carol. 

	The trio walked along the leaf-strewn trail. Their flashlights shone through the darkness, revealing pie-sliced wedges of jungle. All around them, unseen creatures scampered, scurried, and slithered along the forest floor.

	“Look!” Ava exclaimed as the path widened. Dozens of rubber snakes lay strewn across the ground. Seeing them lit up by the harsh, white light from their phones made the girls feel foolish for being tricked by the toy serpents. “I can’t believe we were fooled by fake snakes. They don’t even look real,” said Ava.

	“Yeah, but combine it with a crazy man in a demon’s mask, an unfamiliar environment, and teargas, it’s easy to see why everyone panicked,” said Carol.

	“They used fishing line,” said Daniel. He held up a pointed bamboo stake, wire knotted around the top. “They used a trip wire,” he explained. “Someone stepped on the trip wire, slipped the string off this little hook, and….” He pointed his flashlight upward. “That’s where the snakes came from.”

	 An open net hung above them. A few rubber snakes dangled, trapped in the netting.

	“Here’s the irony,” said Ava. “I bet they bought the snakes from Amazon, to hide in the Amazon.”

	“Good one, Aves,” laughed Carol. “So…whoever ambushed us knew that we would come this way.”

	Daniel nodded. “Of course, this is the main path to the river and observation point. The guides use it with every group that comes to Camp Adventura.”

	“Oh yeah,” Carol remembered. “Miquel was taking us to the observation point…. Unfortunately, we were ambushed before we could get there.”

	“Is that where we’re heading now?” asked Ava. “To the observation point?”

	“Yes, we’re going to the stream, and then we’ll follow along the shoreline until we reach where you saw the Red Devil,” stated Daniel.

	“I hope we can remember where we saw it,” said Ava. “We were all running, and not really focusing on—”

	“I remember two things,” Carol interrupted. “Lightning hit a tree, and a huge limb fell to the ground.” 

	“That’s right,” said Ava. “That’s what spooked Lucas.” 

	Carol nodded. “Then, when Marcia brought him out of the jungle, she laid him against a rock shaped like a turtle.”

	“Perfect! I know that rock,” smiled Daniel. “Should be a piece of cake.”

	Right, thought Ava, a cake filled with spiders, snakes, and jaguars.

	 

	***

	 

	The Camp Adventura observation deck wasn’t much of a deck. It consisted of an old battered sign and a rectangular swath of land. A series of logs outlined the border of the nonexistent deck.

	“I’m confused,” said Carol. “Usually a deck is…well, a deck. This is just part of the riverbank, surrounded by logs.”

	“Yes…. It used to be, but it had to be rebuilt after every storm,” Daniel explained. “Miquel got tired of rebuilding it, so he decided to just section off an area with logs and call it the observation deck.”

	“It’s definitely got that natural feel to it,” said Ava.

	“All right, so now we just follow the creek upstream, right?” asked Carol. 

	“Yep, just make sure you stay away from the edge.” Daniel aimed his flashlight at the water. The girls could see two glowing orbs staring back at them.

	“You’ve done this trick before. Spiders, right?” teased Ava. 

	“If their eyes were that big, they would be some massive spiders. Those eyes belong to a caiman,” said Daniel softly.  

	“Oh…creepy,” whispered Ava. “Do they eat people?”

	“They’ll eat anything they can fit in their mouth,” said Daniel matter-of-factly.

	“Well, that means your head is safe, Care-bear,” snickered Ava.

	“Seriously, you need some new material,” said Carol, turning to follow Daniel. 

	The trio carefully picked their way along the bank of the stream. Creatures of all shapes and sizes jumped, splashed, and slid into the water as they approached.

	“You know what’s weird?” said Carol, thinking out loud.

	Ava bit her tongue.

	“How loud these frogs croak. I mean they’re surrounded by predators, yet they sit there on the rocks and shoreline, announcing their location. It’s like they’re saying, ‘Here I am—come eat me. Croak.’”

	“It’s incredibly romantic and poetic,” Daniel declared. “They’re willing to die to find a mate.”

	“Poetic? They inflate their throats and make a belching sound. I do that every time I eat Taco Bell. There is nothing poetic or romantic about that,” said Ava.

	“Maybe not to you,” said Daniel, leaping over a moss-covered log. “But to me, it’s magical.”

	“There’s the turtle rock!” said Carol excitedly.

	“And the tree limb that was struck by lightning!” Ava pointed to a large charred tree branch.

	“So, this is where you guys entered the jungle?”

	“Yeah,” replied Carol. “The tree limb fell, and Lucas bolted into the jungle. Ava and I ran in after him, and found him staring at the Red Devil mask, like he was in a trance.”

	“All right,” said Daniel, his voice serious. “We’re going off the path, so stick to me like glue. Don’t touch anything, and don’t grab anything. Got it?”

	“Got it,” the girls chorused, falling into line behind him.

	Daniel proved to be quite skilled. He navigated effortlessly through the jungle. Several times he stopped the girls and pointed out unseen dangers. The most stunning find was a bright yellow snake coiled around a branch just above their heads.

	“Eyelash viper,” whispered Daniel, shining his light on the serpent. “They’re not aggressive, but they’ll bite if startled or threatened.”

	“It’s beautiful,” said Carol softly. “Why is it called an eyelash viper?”

	“It has a row of scales above its eyes that make it look like it has eyelashes.”

	“Oh, cool. He’s gotta be poisonous, right?” asked Ava. “I mean, he’s bright yellow, and his last name is Viper,” she reasoned.

	“Oh, yeah, a bite from this guy could definitely kill you. He’s got a unique venom that attacks both your nervous system and cardiovascular system at the same time.” Using his flashlight, Daniel stood on his toes and carefully raised the branch a little higher so the girls could pass beneath.

	Carol’s mind flashed back to when the rubber snakes had fallen on her—a cold chill ran down her spine.

	“How far do you think you guys ran through the jungle before….” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Never mind.” Daniel stared transfixed by the twisted, evil face of the Red Devil. “That thing is hideous,” he said shakily.

	“Red Devil, meet Daniel. Daniel, meet the Red Devil,” whispered Ava, motioning toward the demon. 

	“Don’t move any closer,” Daniel warned. “There may be trip wires.” He knelt and shone his flashlight around the base of the twisted wooden pole. “Wait here,” he said softly. He was just about to step away when he turned back toward them. “Remember, don’t touch anything.”

	Daniel made his way through the darkness. The light from his flashlight bobbed through the forest like a gargantuan firefly. He stopped and then shimmied up the trunk of a large walking palm. Hanging on by one arm, he placed both feet on the trunk, compressed his body into a ball, and then, using his legs, he jumped to another tree.

	“He’s like Indiana Jones and Spider-Man all in one,” whispered Ava.

	Carol nodded silently. Why is he jumping from tree to tree like a spider monkey?

	Daniel leaped to another tree and then slowly lowered himself to the ground behind the Red Devil’s mask. The glow of his flashlight shone through the eyes of the demon’s mask, giving them a sinister red glow. There was a sudden flash of steel, and then Daniel stepped back, a fistful of wires in his hand.

	He cautiously maneuvered around the Red Devil and made his way back to the girls. When he was just a few feet away, he stopped and pointed out two trip wires leading into the jungle. They were attached to small wooden stakes, identical to the ones they had found from the snake ambush.

	“Interesting.” Daniel knelt and dropped the wires to the ground. He leaned forward on his hands and knees, studying something hidden in the underbrush.

	“What is it?” asked Carol. 

	“Stay back!” he cautioned. He grabbed a stick and tapped it on the trip wire. There was a sound like a sword cutting through the air, and then the tiniest of thuds. Daniel pointed to the tree beside them.

	A small wooden dart, the length and thickness of a pencil, protruded from the trunk. Daniel removed the dart and held it up for the girls to see. “A poison dart. You see that gooey liquid that looks like syrup? That’s most likely venom from a poison tree frog.”

	“Wait, you mean that thing could have killed us?” asked Ava. “I’m extremely valuable.”

	“I doubt it’s lethal. Most likely it’s a strong, uhm, what’s the word…it makes you see things?”

	“A hallucinogen? It makes you hallucinate?” offered Carol.

	“Yes!” exclaimed Daniel, snapping his fingers. “Or it can put you in a trance like a zombie.”

	“Wow, these guys are evil. We’re going to have to be extra careful,” said Ava, scouring the ground for more trip wires.

	“Exactly,” agreed Daniel, picking up the wires and electronics he’d pulled from the Red Devil. “Well, at least the first part of the mission has been successful. I’ve saved us from a poisonous dart, and I’ve removed that thing’s brain.” He motioned to the Red Devil.

	“Well, that’s certainly gonna ruin his day,” laughed Ava.

	“What is all that stuff?” asked Carol, gesturing toward the tangle of electronics in his hand.

	“Uhm, batteries, a bunch of wires, and this thing.” He held up a small rectangular box. “I think it’s a miniature camera.”

	“Woah, that’s pretty sophisticated,” said Ava.

	“Yeah, it looks like it has a motion detector that triggers a camera and a bunch of other gadgets.”

	“Like the eyes flashing red, and the branches whipping around?”

	“Probably,” said Daniel.

	“At least they got my picture while my highlights were still purple, not this hideous green,” said Ava, blowing her bangs from her face.

	“You know,” said Carol, putting Ava on auto-ignore, “the mask doesn’t look so frightening when it’s not shrieking and its eyes aren’t flashing.”

	“True,” agreed Ava. “I’m curious, Daniel. What does that little sign say, below the mask?”

	“‘Death to those who look into my eyes,’” replied Daniel in a sinister voice.

	Ava snorted. “Was that you, trying to sound ominous? Death to those who look into my eyes.” She wriggled her fingers at him.

	“You know, they should post that warning in multiple languages,” suggested Carol. “I mean, if you’re gonna kill someone, you should at least have the decency to kill them in their own language.”

	“It’s just a warning. But you saw the effect that it had on Marcia and Miquel. We’ve all grown up with the legend of the Red Devil.” 

	“Yeah, we get it,” said Ava. “It’s to scare off the local tribes.”

	“My grandmother still makes the sign of the cross whenever he’s mentioned. Okay, enough jibber-jabber. Stay close to me and mind the trip wires.”
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The Beauty of Tape

	“Down, down,” whispered Daniel. The trio quickly crouched behind a cluster of ferns covering a downed log. In the distance, a pale-yellow light shone between the trees.

	“Is that their camp?” whispered Ava.

	“I’m pretty sure,” Daniel said quietly. “I wish I had a pair of binoculars.”

	“Maybe Carol’s survival bracelet can help,” Ava snickered.

	“The only thing that would help right now would be a zipper,” Carol said under her breath.

	“What’s that shadow, just past the ridge?” asked Ava. “Do you see it?”

	“That’s the Cobra Pequena—”

	Ava looked at him, confused. “Tiny cobra?”

	“It’s a river. It twists through the jungle and flows all the way to the Amazon.”

	“And from the Amazon,” added Carol, “to the Atlantic Ocean….”

	 “Yep,” nodded Daniel. “Perfect for smuggling.”

	“Do you think this is what it’s all about? Smuggling?” asked Ava.

	“I’m pretty sure. The rich will gladly pay thousands for exotic birds from the rainforest.”

	“So, if you’re right, can’t we just contact the authorities?” Ava asked.

	“Not without proof.”

	“Let me guess,” whispered Ava, “they bring money into the local villages, and it helps the economy?”

	“No.” Daniel shook his head. “Sadly, men like this, keep the money for themselves—and pay off the police and other officials to look the other way. Ordinary people like me and my mom…well, we’re of no concern to them.”

	“Okay, then, let’s sneak into their camp, dig up whatever we can, and turn over the evidence to the police,” Carol suggested.

	The trio carefully trekked through the jungle to the edge of the Cobra Pequena. The water was murky and thick with mud from the heavy rains.

	“Do you hear that?” Ava asked. 

	“Generators,” Daniel replied. 

	“It looks like a military base,” said Carol. “I can see four—what is that? Sheet metal?”

	Daniel shrugged.

	“Okay, four sheet metal structures, a jeep, a bunch of crates—”

	“And some cages over there.” Daniel pointed behind the largest building.

	“Don’t forget the boat.” Ava pointed to a camouflaged speedboat bobbing in the water. A huge floating pallet the length of two automobiles was attached to the back of the boat.

	“They must use it to transport the animals to a larger boat. There’s a huge port at the mouth of the river—hundreds of boats come and go every day,” Daniel explained.

	“Great. Now that we’re here, I have one important question. How are we supposed to get across the river?” asked Carol. “That water is filled with caimans and piranhas and who knows what else.” 

	“And leeches,” added Daniel. “Lots of leeches.”

	“Leeches?” stammered Ava, her face turning green to match her highlights. “No one said there were going to be leeches involved.”

	“Everyone makes such a big deal out of leeches. They don’t hurt, they’re just annoying to deal with,” said Daniel. 

	“What do you mean they don’t hurt? They bite you and then suck your blood out! It’s disgusting!” exclaimed Ava.

	“It doesn’t hurt because they secrete some kind of numbing saliva when they bite you, so you don’t feel it—and when they’re full, they fall off,” Daniel explained.

	“I’m sorry,” Ava declared. “I know it may seem strange, but I like to keep my blood where it belongs: in my body!” 

	“Oh my God, just stay out of the water,” said Daniel matter-of-factly. “And you’ll be fine.”

	“Again,” Carol said. “I ask, how do you propose we cross the Cobra river?”

	“I’ve got that covered. I built a lightweight raft for us.”

	“You built a raft?” Carol looked at him suspiciously.

	“Why are you looking at me like that?” Daniel shrugged his backpack off his shoulder and quietly unzipped it. He reached inside and pulled out what appeared to be two garbage bags duct-taped together.

	“That’s your raft?” Ava looked from Carol to Daniel, then back to Carol.

	“Yes, we just find a straight strong branch, run it vertically across, and put it through the two duct tape loops at each end. Then we find five strong sticks, run them horizontally across the boat, and run them through the loops.”

	“That’s not going to float,” said Ava, crossing her arms. “I’d rather take my chances trying to swing on a vine like Tarzan across the river than get in that thing.”

	“Seriously, Daniel, you want us to float across a river named after a deadly snake, on a homemade raft…,” Carol said. 

	“Yes, I do it all the time.”

	“Really?” asked Carol, narrowing her eyes.

	“Okay. Okay, fine. I built a raft once.”

	“And…,” prompted Carol.

	“And what?” asked Daniel defensively.

	“And…?”

	“It sank,” sighed Daniel.

	Carol shook her head. “Ava, you got any ideas?”

	“Why don’t we just use that?” asked Ava, pointing to an old canoe lying in a tangle of roots and overgrowth.

	“Because it’s broken and filled with holes,” replied Daniel. “That thing wouldn’t last a second.”

	“Stop being so dramatic. You were about to have us sail across the river in two trash can liners. Compared to that, this is a cruise ship.”

	“Can’t we patch the holes? Is it really that bad?” asked Carol.

	“Only one way to find out,” said Ava as she began working her way down the ravine to the shoreline.

	Just as Ava crouched to lift the boat, she felt something smack her in the back of the head. “Ouch, what the heck is the matter with you?” whispered Ava angrily, wheeling around to face Daniel. 

	“Sorry,” he apologized, holding up his hands. “I couldn’t yell, and I had to get your attention…quickly.”

	Ava glared at him, waiting for an explanation.

	“This canoe’s been here forever, which means it’s probably…someone’s home.”

	Ava looked at him for a moment, and then the realization of what he was saying hit her—like a stick.

	Daniel searched the shoreline for a moment and then returned with a large tree branch. He carefully slid the thick part of the branch under the bottom of the boat and flipped it over. Curled up in a pile of dead leaves was a slender black and gold snake.

	“It’s a cobra,” shrieked Ava.

	“It’s not a cobra, Ava. It’s a whip snake.”

	“Is he venomous?” asked Carol, keeping her distance.

	“No, he’s more afraid of you than you are of him.”

	“How would you even know that?” Ava shook her head. “Every time I hear that, I’m waiting for the follow-up: ‘Nope…I was wrong. He wasn’t afraid of you at all.’”

	“Is she always like this?” Carol’s look confirmed his suspicion. “All right, little guy,” said Daniel as he gently prodded the snake with a stick. “Move on.” 

	The snake hissed once more in a last act of defiance and then slithered away.

	“I feel bad that we took his home,” said Ava.

	“He’ll find a new place. There’s plenty of downed trees. He’ll be fine.” Daniel quickly checked the rest of the canoe. Other than a couple giant beetles and an old sock, the canoe was clear.

	“I call dibs on the sock,” snickered Ava.

	“Here,” laughed Daniel, dangling it in front of her. 

	“It doesn’t look too bad,” said Carol, inspecting the hull of the boat. “I see three holes that need patching. Any ideas what to use?”

	“Leaves and mud?” offered Ava. “Soles from our shoes? A rubber tree?”

	“Duct tape,” said Daniel.

	“You seriously think that duct tape is going to work?” asked Ava.

	“It’s actually a great idea,” said Carol. “There was an episode on MythBusters where they made an entire boat out of duct tape. They sailed it in the ocean for like seven hours.”

	“Were the people actually in the boat?”

	“Yep,” nodded Carol.

	“Wait, you would sail in a boat completely made out of duct tape, but you wouldn’t sail in mine?”

	“Sorry, Daniel, not a chance,” blurted Carol.

	“I agree with Carol. I think yours had some serious design flaws.”

	“Geez, thanks,” Daniel grumbled.

	“Not all of us are boat builders. It’s important to know your strengths,” said Ava.

	“Guys, seriously, do we really want to waste time talking about which boat is the best, or do we want to get on with our mission?” Carol asked. 

	“Fine,” agreed Daniel, somewhat moodily. “Here’s the duct tape.”

	The trio got to work patching the holes, and then with the remainder of the tape, using branches and sticks, they created a pair of rudimentary oars.

	“Actually, it’s not bad,” said Daniel, giving the boat a once-over. He looked out over Cobra Pequena and then let his eyes travel up the riverbank to the campsite. It was eerily quiet.

	“She’s ready,” announced Carol, pulling the boat toward the shore. “Let’s go ruin some bad guy’s day!”
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Wreak Havoc and Destroy

	Daniel eased the boat into the murky water and held it in place while Ava and Carol clambered inside.

	“We’re good,” said Carol, giving Daniel the thumbs-up.

	Daniel crouched low and gave the boat a mighty shove, and then, with perfect timing, he jumped and landed in the back. The canoe wobbled precariously from side to side, and for a moment it looked like it was going to capsize. But to everyone’s relief, it righted itself.

	“If anyone finds my heart, let me know,” moaned Carol. “I think it just shot out of my chest.”

	“No kidding,” said Ava, over her shoulder. “Maybe a little warning before you go all Titanic on us.”

	“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” said Daniel under his breath.

	Ava lowered her makeshift paddle into the inky black water and began rowing with long, even strokes. She’d kayaked a lot with her parents in Livingston, so for her, crossing a fifty-foot river was a walk in the park.

	“I think the best place to beach the boat is that shallow spot. Do you see it, right there by that twisty tree?” asked Daniel.

	“I see it,” replied Ava softly. She pulled hard on her left oar, turning the boat ever so slightly to the left. A black caiman surfaced, stared at her curiously, and then crossed silently in front of the bow of the boat. 

	“Aves, you may want to paddle faster,” said Carol, her voice tinged with worry. “I think we’ve sprung a leak…or two.”

	Ava glanced down at her feet. Two inches of water sloshed around the bottom of the canoe. “Seriously? The people on MythBusters sail in the ocean for seven hours, and we can only make it three minutes?”

	The slow leak became a miniature geyser. Daniel transitioned from guiding the boat to joining Ava, paddling furiously toward the shore. 

	Carol dropped to her knees and began scooping water out with her hands, but it was useless. The water was almost level with the top of their canoe. She was pretty sure she saw leeches mixed in with the muddy water. “We’re gonna—”

	Just then the boat lurched to a stop, pitching everyone forward. The bow of the boat had become entangled in vegetation, just shy of the shoreline. 

	“Land ho,” announced Ava. She leaped from the boat into the shallows, and then sank ankle deep in brownish ooze. Ignoring the grotesque, wet sucking sound coming from her feet, she reached out and helped Daniel and Carol out of the sinking canoe. Seconds later, all that remained of the boat was a cloud of bubbles.

	“Great,” exhaled Carol, staring at the spot where their boat had disappeared. “How are we supposed to get back across?”

	“Uber?” offered Ava. “Do they have an Uber boat service?”

	“I think that joke’s run its course,” replied Carol dryly. 

	“They have a speedboat,” Daniel pointed out. “My guess is the keys are hidden somewhere in it.”

	“The very definition of overkill,” stated Carol. “Taking a speedboat across a fifty-foot river.”

	“Why are you complaining?” asked Ava, pulling her feet out of river muck. “If it makes you feel any better, we still have our oars. We can just row across.”

	“I’m just saying if things go badly, we’re going to need an escape plan. We need options.”

	“That’s fine, and I agree. However, Daniel and I have both made two great suggestions,” Ava retorted.

	“Guys, can we have this discussion somewhere else? We’re kind of out in the open here. Maybe we can strategize behind that fallen tree,” Daniel pointed to their right.

	“Good idea,” agreed Carol.

	The trio climbed the small embankment, and then, running, crouched low. They ducked behind a large cluster of ferns growing on a mushroom-covered log. In the distance, banks of spotlights powered by car batteries illuminated the perimeter of the camp.

	“I don’t see any guards,” said Daniel quietly. “But it’s hard to be sure with all the shadows.”

	“I don’t either,” whispered Carol.

	“Which building do you think they’re keeping the animals in?” Ava asked.

	Daniel took a moment to scan the rickety sheet metal buildings. “I’m guessing it’s that one.” 

	He pointed to a large rectangular building with a massive exhaust fan in the back. Small ventilation slits were cut along the roofline and filled in with wire mesh. The outside walls were lined with metal cages and wooden crates.

	“Makes sense,” agreed Ava. “See all of those antennas on the other building? I’m betting they have some sort of radio for communicating with their cronies.”

	“Cronies?” mouthed Carol. “What, are we in the 1970s?”

	“And…,” continued Ava, “someone wears supersized tighty-whities.” She pointed to a makeshift clothesline that ran from the front of the building to a wooden pole with a spotlight mounted on top. “Could be a third option for an escape,” she suggested. “I’m sure Daniel could twist that thing into another boat or a parachute.”

	“I’m not touching those things.”

	Carol sighed. “Guys, it’s gonna be morning, and we’re still going to be sitting here behind this log.”

	“Sorry,” said Ava. “Did you come up with a plan yet, Big Brain?”

	“I did. I actually came up with two. Plan one: we sneak into the building where they’re holding the animals captive. We shoot video, collect evidence, and then rush it back to the police.”

	Daniel frowned and crossed his arms over his chest. “Let me just say it right now, I’m not a fan of plan one.” 

	“I thought as much,” said Carol. “And that’s why I created another plan—which I must admit is currently a work in progress. It’s also more challenging,” she added as a disclaimer.

	“Oh my God,” moaned Ava. “Get on with it. I’m about to buy a welcome mat and build a home in this log. I’ve already named it.”

	“Fine,” Carol snapped. “We get videos and pictures just like before. We have to do that,” she stated, staring down Daniel. “Once we have our evidence, Daniel and I will free as many animals as possible, while you…,” she turned to Ava and smiled, “…wreak havoc on their camp.”

	“I like the sound of ‘wreak havoc,’” Ava grinned. “If we survive this mission, I’m creating a T-shirt that just says ‘Wreaks Havoc.’”

	“And for the coup de grâce,” smiled Carol, rubbing her hands together. “We steal their boat to get across the river, and then we sink it.”

	“Oh!” Ava’s mouth flew open. “Can we burn it?”

	“What? No!” exclaimed Carol. “We might set the jungle on fire.”

	“Woah,” said Daniel, grinning. “I hope that I never make you two mad at me.”

	“So…I guess we’ve decided then.” Carol smiled knowingly.

	“Plan two,” grinned Ava, punching her fist into the palm of her other hand. “Wreak havoc and destroy.”
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Captured

	Ava, Carol, and Daniel flattened themselves against the sheet metal building that housed the trapped animals. The exhaust fan whirred noisily above them.

	Ava peeked around the corner of the building. “Ah!” She threw her hand over her mouth, muffling a scream. A giant centipede crawled toward her, its creepy-crawly legs marching in unison.

	Daniel grabbed Carol by the arm, pulling her away from the wall. “It’s a….”

	“Scolopendra,” Ava whispered, catching her breath. Miquel had warned them about this particular venomous creature that could grow to be up to a foot long and was known to eat baby birds and bats.

	“Eesh!” Ava shuddered as the insect crawled away. “I’d take a tarantula over that thing any day.”

	Carol nodded. She had to agree with Ava, having come face-to-face with a tarantula. The Scolopendra was much creepier.

	“Come on,” Daniel motioned, disappearing around the corner of the building. “We’ve got to hurry.”

	The trio crept quietly along the wall, their shadows bobbing beside them. Daniel held up his hand, signaling everyone to stop. He stared at the bad guys’ lair for what seemed like an eternity, and then, dropping to his hands and knees, he gestured for the girls to follow him to the front of the building.

	“It’s locked,” moaned Daniel, pointing to two giant doors secured by a thick chain.

	“I don’t see a lock,” Carol whispered. “It looks like the chain is just wrapped around the latches.”

	“Oh, you’re right,” Daniel nodded.

	“Talk about being overly confident,” muttered Ava, crawling toward the door. At that exact moment, a floodlight came to life, enveloping them in light. The trio froze, expecting the worst. Ava held her breath, listening, afraid to turn around. Luckily, the camp remained silent.

	“Motion detectors,” whispered Daniel, pointing to two floodlights mounted just below the roofline. He shook his head, angry at himself for not seeing them.

	“That was sloppy,” said Carol, agreeing with him. “We should have seen them.”

	“It’s nobody’s fault,” declared Ava. “We just need to be a little more careful. Daniel, before I touch anything…do you see any other alarms or traps?” she asked. 

	Daniel painstakingly examined the doors, looking between, above, and below for any type of magnetic connector or anything that could trigger an alarm. “I don’t see anything,” he said softly. “But….”

	“I know,” said Ava. “We’ll have to take our chances.” 

	Ever so quietly, she unwound the chain from the door handles. Carol helped to make sure that the two loose ends didn’t clang together. In unison, they slowly lowered the heavy chain to the ground.

	“That was intense,” whispered Carol. Cold sweat dotted her forehead.

	Ava nodded and grabbed the handle, slowly opening the door. Instead of an ear-splitting alarm, she received a pungent blast of stale air, smelling like old socks and manure. “Holy moly, breathe through your nose,” she warned, stepping inside.

	Carol followed Ava inside. Her mouth dropped open in disbelief and her eyes filled with tears.

	At least fifty magnificent birds were crammed into tiny wire cages lining the walls. Two incubators sat on a table, filled with eggs. A series of heat lamps connected to car batteries warmed a box of hatchlings. 

	“This is horrible,” breathed Ava. Her first impulse was to race around the room and free all the birds. But she knew whoever did this needed to be stopped, or this atrocity would just continue.

	“We should just let them all go,” Daniel whispered, balling up his fists in anger. “We should release them!”

	“We will,” Carol said decisively. She put her hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “I promise you, we will. But we need to stick to the plan. These men need to be stopped, and without our evidence, it’s going to be their word against ours.”

	Daniel shrugged her hand off his shoulder. “Okay,” he nodded.

	Carol pulled out her phone and began filming. “They can’t even move their wings,” she whispered, her voice breaking.

	“There must be a dozen blue macaws,” said Daniel, turning in a circle. “There’s scarlet macaws,” he said, pointing to a beautiful group of fiery red birds. “Hyacinth ones…. There are at least half a million dollars’ worth of birds in here, maybe more.”

	“Well,” said a smooth voice, making the girls and Daniel jump. “Someone knows their macaws. Perhaps I can find a place for you on my team.” A shirtless man wearing a Chicago Cubs baseball cap and an evil smirk stepped into the doorway. His chest and arms were covered in tattoos and scars. 

	The trio shrank back into the shadows. Ava scanned the walls and ground for anything she could use as a weapon.

	The tattooed man scrutinized Daniel like a bug under a microscope. “I can help you.” The man gestured to the cages. “I’ll make more with this one haul than your entire village will make in five years, groveling like beggars.”

	“You’re disgusting,” said Daniel. “I’d rather starve.” He sneered and spat into the dirt.

	“‘Disgusting?’” laughed the man, amused. “I’m more like an opportunist. I find rare gems,” he gestured to the birds. “I delicately mine them, and I sell them for a profit. Much like your American friends, like Indiana Jones, no?” 

	“You’re confusing imagination with reality. You’re taking living, breathing creatures from their homes…and selling them,” hissed Carol angrily. “It’s inhumane.”

	An evil smile spread across his face. “Oh, your concern….” He clutched his heart and fell backwards. “So inspiring. I’ll repent right now and turn from my evil ways,” he laughed, mocking her.

	“You should. If you had an ounce of kindness, you would release them.”

	“If you’re so worried, perhaps you should talk to your friends,” he sneered. “After all, they’re why I do this—you rich foreigners crave the exotic. You spend millions a year on my feathered treasures.” 

	“Do you realize these animals are going extinct because of people like you? What happens to your little treasure trove when they’re all gone?” asked Carol angrily.

	“I’ll be rich! I’ll actually make more money, my darling. The less there are, the more valuable they are. Scarcity brings top dollar, my dear…. You’ll learn about that when your mommy and daddy are no longer paying all your bills for you.”

	“What the heck is he talking about?” asked Ava angrily.

	“The less there is of something,” explained Carol. “the more valuable it is. Supply and demand.”

	“Smart girl, but not smart enough to mind your own business. Enough of this mindless bantering. Raul, come here.” The tattooed man moved to the side. A thin, dark-skinned man wearing a black tank top and camouflage pants skulked into the dark room.

	“Take my guests and lock them in the supply room. By the time anyone finds them, we’ll be long gone and they’ll be somebody’s dinner.”

	“You got it, boss.” The man smiled and pushed past the ringleader. 

	“Oh,” said the man in charge, “I almost forgot. You won’t be needing your phones. And Raul, make sure you crush hers,” he said, pointing to Carol. “She’s quite the little photographer.”

	“You heard him,” yelled Raul. “Give me your phones.” He ripped Carol’s phone from her hand, threw it to the ground, and then stomped on it, grinding it into the ground with the heel of his boot.

	“Oops,” he smiled, revealing three teeth hanging on for dear life. “You’ll never get those memories back.” He held his hand up to his mouth as if saying, “Oh my.”

	Ava and Carol glared at the men. They’d dealt with dangerous individuals before. “Patience,” whispered Carol, seeing the rage in Ava’s eyes.

	Daniel obviously didn’t get the patience memo. When Raul reached for his phone, Daniel slammed his fist into his nose, sending the man reeling back into a row of cages. The frightened birds squawked and fluttered wildly.

	Daniel whirled toward the ringleader and charged him. He dropped his shoulder, expecting to slam into the man’s stomach. Instead, at the last second, the man deftly stepped aside, and Daniel crashed into a mountain of a man, who was at least as wide as he was tall. Daniel crumpled to the ground, moaning.

	“Meet Franco the Bull,” laughed the ringleader. “Okay, boys,” he said, turning on his heel. “Lock them up.”
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Trapped

	The girls walked solemnly behind Franco the Bull. He’d effortlessly thrown Daniel over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

	“At least we solved the mystery of the tighty-whities,” whispered Ava.

	Carol raised her eyebrows and nodded. “For sure.” 

	“Put me down, you oversized cow!” screamed Daniel, pounding his fists into Franco the Bull’s back.

	“He’s like a toddler,” laughed Franco.

	Not wanting to be left out of the fun, Raul shoved the girls harshly from behind. Ava figured he was probably in a really bad mood after being slugged in the nose by Daniel.

	“Your new home,” laughed Franco, dropping Daniel from his shoulder.

	Daniel hit the ground with a thud. The impact knocked the wind from his lungs. He tried to wriggle away, but Franco put a foot on him, pinning him to the ground.

	“You’re like a fish,” he laughed. “What’s the matter, you don’t like your new home?” He leaned forward, putting more weight on Daniel’s chest.

	“Ohhhh,” moaned Daniel, struggling to breathe. 

	Franco searched around in his pocket for a moment and then turned to Raul. “I need the keys.” Raul tossed him a set of keys. Franco deliberately fumbled the catch, dropping them onto Daniel’s face. “Whoops, sorry.” He picked them up and then took his time sorting through them, one by one. “Where are you hiding?” he mumbled in a singsong voice, pretending not to notice Daniel squirming beneath his foot.

	“Aha!” He unlocked the door to the supply shed and flung it open. “I hope you’re not afraid of the dark,” he laughed. He picked up Daniel by the seat of his pants and flung him head over heels into the darkness.

	“What are you waiting for?” growled Raul, shoving the girls. “Get inside.”

	Ava bit her lip. She wanted to drive her heel into Raul’s gut, but she knew Franco the Bull would be on her in a second. He was big, but he was fast. Patience, she told herself, patience.

	The girls stumbled into the darkness. Carol tripped and smacked her head against something jutting out from the wall. A cluster of glowing stars filled her vision. She kicked out in frustration.

	Ava fared a bit better, crashing into what felt like a stack of car tires.

	“Good night,” laughed Franco, slamming the door shut. Seconds later, they could hear the sound of the padlock being snapped closed.

	“Daniel, Carol,” whispered Ava. “Are you guys okay?”

	“Yeah,” said Daniel angrily. “I’m fine.” Ava could hear him pulling himself to his feet.

	“You okay, Carol?”

	“Yeah, I may have a permanent dent in my forehead, but if I wear bangs, hopefully no one will notice.”

	“I hear guys dig dented foreheads, so you should be fine,” Ava teased.

	“I don’t get it. How did they catch us?” asked Daniel. “Silent alarm?”

	“Who knows,” said Ava. “It could have been anything. Right now, we’ve just gotta figure out how to get out of here.”

	“Everything is ruined,” said Daniel. “They crushed Carol’s phone, so we have no evidence, and we’re trapped in this stupid shed.”

	“You can’t give up. This is just a tiny setback,” Carol said reassuringly. “Plus, I did get pictures and videos, not only of the birds, but also of the men.”

	“In case you didn’t notice, we’re locked in a storage shed, they took our phones, and they crushed yours…remember?”

	“First,” exclaimed Carol, “I have no plans on staying in this poorly constructed monstrosity that does not even deserve to be called a shed. My dad’s an architect, and this is embarrassing. Secondly, have you even heard of the Cloud?”

	“Of course. I may live in the jungle, but it’s not like I’m Tarzan. Although, I do have a crush on a girl named Jane at my school.”

	“No,” agreed Ava. “I don’t see you as Tarzan. More like George, George of the Jungle.”

	“Anyways,” continued Carol, ignoring Ava. “All of the video and pictures I took were instantly uploaded to the Cloud.”  

	“So you got everything?” Daniel asked excitedly.

	“Yep, even a video of the ringleader and Raul.”

	Carol couldn’t see Daniel in the darkness, but she could tell that his mood had improved from hopeless to semi-hopeless.

	“Ava, do you have your survival bracelet on?” asked Carol.

	“No,” replied Ava. “The color clashed with all of my hiking gear.”

	“Seriously?”

	“Seriously,” stated Ava. “I’m not kidding.” 

	“Oh my God,” moaned Carol. “You would be lost without me.” She held up her wrist. “It has a flashlight built into it.”

	“Well, I didn’t think I would need a flashlight, okay? I mean, we had flashlights on our phones…until Raul took them.” Ava could envision Carol rolling her eyes in the dark.

	Carol pressed a button on the side of her survival bracelet and instantly the room was filled with light.

	“Look, that’s what you banged your head on,” said Ava, pointing to the handles of a massive wheelbarrow.

	“Great…to know.” Carol slowly rotated her wrist-light, exploring the shed. “There’s gotta be something we can use to get out of here.”

	“All I see are tarps and old cages,” said Daniel. “And there’s no way through those doors—they’re locked tight.”

	“Okay, first,” declared Ava. “We’re in a poorly constructed shed that looks like it was put together by third graders, so if push came to shove, I think I could take that wheelbarrow and use it as a battering ram on those doors.”

	“Yeah, like that wouldn’t draw any attention,” scoffed Daniel.

	“I said if push came to shove. So far there’s no shoving necessary because you two are completely unaware of the obvious.”

	“Enlighten me,” offered Carol, searching the shed for a way out.

	“Has anyone noticed that we’re standing on a dirt floor?” 

	“Dirt!” said Carol excitedly, rotating her wrist-light toward the ground.

	“Exactly,” nodded Ava. “Find what you can—we’re digging our way outta here.”

	Carol slowly turned, illuminating the interior of the shed, taking inventory. There was the old wheelbarrow, a bunch of wire cages, and a stack of tires.

	“I’ve got what I need,” said Ava, brandishing a jagged piece of scrap metal.

	Daniel braced his foot against a broken cage and pried a wooden slat loose. “Here.” He handed a piece of wood to Carol, and then broke off a piece for himself.

	It’s rudimentary, thought Carol, eyeing the piece of wood. But it’s better than nothing.

	“A little light over here, if you don’t mind,” whispered Ava.

	“On it.” Carol placed the wrist-light on a cage and aimed it downward, so it lit up the back wall of the shed.

	Daniel dropped to his knees beside Ava and began scraping away at the soil. The earth was soft and made for easy digging. The worst part was the constant skittering and wriggling of bugs that hurried toward them as they were unearthed from their homes.

	“So,” said Daniel, scooping out a handful of dirt. “What’s the plan once we get outta here?”

	Carol hesitated; she knew Daniel wasn’t going to like what she was about to say, but there really wasn’t any other option. “I think we need to get back to camp and call the police. There’s no way we can stay here and fight these guys.”

	“Wait!” exclaimed Daniel, standing and brushing his hand on his pants. “We leave? Didn’t you hear them? They’re going to be leaving soon, and that means they’re going to be taking the birds with them.”

	“Yes, I know,” argued Carol. “But there’s no way we could take them all on. Plus, they could have guns, and I’d rather put off dying for another year or two.”

	“However,” added Ava, “none of that is going to matter if you don’t get back down here and help me dig.”

	“Fine,” said Daniel, clearly displeased with the way things were going.

	“I’m sorry,” said Carol, helping to clear away another pile of dirt. “We’ve gotta make smart decisions.”

	Daniel continued digging, pretending not to hear her.

	“I can see light,” said Ava excitedly. She leaned forward and scooped another armful of dirt away from the back wall. “One sec…stop digging.” 

	She dropped to her belly, twisted her head, and peered through the small hole they’d scooped out.

	“What do you see?” whispered Carol.

	“It looks like a tarp or something. Daniel, hand me my digging tool.” Seconds later, she felt the cool metal in the palm of her hand. She rotated her body, laying on one side, and pushed her arm through the small opening. Yep, it’s a tarp. She slid the strip of metal beneath the tarp and raised it a couple inches.  

	Franco and Raul were just stepping into their quarters. Raul turned and looked directly at Ava. Please don’t see me. Please don’t see me. She lay completely still, and then she saw Franco’s meaty arm shoot out of the doorway and pull him inside.

	Ava let out a sigh of relief, and then slowly backed out of the hole, wiping dirt and sweat from her eyes. “They just went inside. If we’re going to get out, we’d better do it now!”

	“All right,” agreed Carol. “I don’t have to be told twice. Let’s do this.”

	“I’ll go first,” said Daniel. He lay on the ground and pulled himself forward. “See you on the other side.”

	“Be careful,” whispered Ava. “Use the tarp for cover if you need to.”

	Daniel didn’t answer. He wriggled his body forward like a lizard until he completely disappeared.
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Mayhem

	Ava drooped down to her stomach. The moist dirt felt cool on her skin. Using her entire body, she pushed and pulled herself into the narrow opening. Where’s Daniel? She’d expected him to be waiting for her behind the tarp.

	Ava twisted, pulling her legs through the hole. She repositioned herself and helped Carol through. Carol’s heart sank when she realized Daniel wasn’t there.

	Ava saw her expression and nodded. “I hope he doesn’t do anything stupid,” she whispered quietly. 

	Suddenly, the door to the trappers’ headquarters swung open with a bang. Ava pulled the tarp open enough for her and Carol to peek out. Raul cupped his hands and lit a cigarette. He coughed loudly, sending a huge plume of smoke skyward.

	“That’s so disgusting,” whispered Carol.

	Raul took another long drag off his cigarette, turned toward the door, and stopped. A loud squawking noise erupted from the large metal building housing the birds.

	Ava shared a look of dread with Carol. Daniel is trying to free the animals.

	“Franco! Gustavo!”

	“He’s going to get us killed,” said Carol angrily. 

	“We’ve got to get out of here!”

	“How? We can’t just go running through the jungle,” Carol exclaimed.

	“Follow me!” Ava flung the tarp back and raced toward an army jeep parked in front of the headquarters. She could hear Carol panting behind her.

	“Get in!” waved Ava. “Get in!”

	Carol jumped into the front seat, staring wide-eyed at Ava. “Do you even know how to—”

	Ava twisted the key and stomped on the gas. The engine roared to life. She stomped on the gas again. The engine roared, but the jeep didn’t move.

	“You’ve gotta move that stick!” yelled Carol.

	Gustavo appeared in the doorway of the headquarters, holding a rifle.

	“Ava!” screamed Carol. “He’s got a gun!”

	Ava yanked backwards on the gear shift and stomped on the gas. The jeep lurched to life and then sped backwards, crashing into the poachers’ house and sending Gustavo diving for safety. The horribly constructed sheet metal house wobbled, and part of the roof sagged and then caved in.

	“Push the stick forward!” cried Carol. “Push the stick forward!”

	“I’m trying!” yelled Ava through gritted teeth. She pushed forward on the gearshift, and it replied by making a screeching metallic sound. Ava pressed the gas and the jeep shot forward, crashing into a large crate.

	Raul and Franco jumped in front of the jeep, machetes raised—but they were no match for Ava’s crazed driving. At the last second, they dove to the ground, rolling away from the jeep.

	“I think I’m getting the hang of it!” shouted Ava as she mowed over a motorcycle and slammed into the corner of the shed where they’d been held captive.

	“Could you possibly try to drive without hitting something?” yelped Carol, hanging onto her seat for dear life.

	“There’s Daniel!” yelled Ava, tugging at the steering wheel. “I’m gonna swing by and get him.”

	“You mean run over him!” howled Carol.

	“Please, I’ve got this,” blurted Ava, running through a clothesline, barely missing the Bull’s tighty-whities, and crashing through another row of wooden crates, sending them flying in all directions. Ava twisted the wheel hard and drove straight toward the building with the macaws.

	Carol searched frantically for a seatbelt. Unfortunately, all she found was another dirty sock and a rusted can of wasp spray. She put both feet on the dash and pushed herself hard against her seat.

	“Stop!” screamed Daniel, running through the open doorway, waving his arms above his head. Half a dozen macaws flew through the doors, screeching and cawing as they flew to freedom.

	Ava slammed on the brakes, and the jeep slid sideways in the soft soil, kicking up a cloud of dirt and debris.

	“Get in!” demanded Ava.

	Carol spun in her seat and grabbed Daniel by the shirt, yanking him into the jeep. Franco the Bull appeared behind them.

	“Go!” screamed Carol. “Go!”

	But it was too late. Franco lifted the back of the jeep off the ground. “Boss!” he groaned. “I’ve got them!”

	Ava stomped on the gas, but to no avail. Franco laughed as the back wheels spun helplessly in the air, the veins in his neck bulging like steel cables.

	Raul and Gustavo were closing in! Daniel grabbed a rake from the back of the jeep and began jabbing Franco in the forehead. 

	“I’m going to kill you, little man!” yelled Franco.

	“Ava, what are you doing?” gasped Daniel. “Put the jeep in reverse!”

	“It’s on the R,” yelled Carol. “Isn’t that reverse?”

	“Put it on the 4, for four-wheel drive!” shouted Daniel, releasing another volley of jabs.

	Ava shifted the gear to four-wheel drive. Instantly, she felt the front tires dig in. Franco also had an instant realization: he realized he was about to be flattened. He released the bumper and dove to the side. The jeep hit the ground, fishtailed, and then slammed into a large pole.

	“Forward!” yelled Carol and Daniel.

	“Incoming!” cried Franco, as the large pole smashed to the ground beside him. The clothesline whipped through the air, sending Franco’s giant tighty-whities airborne, only to be caught on the jeep’s antenna. Carol watched, horrified, as they flapped in the wind like a giant flag.

	Gustavo grabbed Ava’s door and yanked it open. Ava slammed the gearshift forward just as Gustavo grabbed her hoodie.

	“Gotcha!” he yelled.

	Ava slammed her foot on the gas pedal. The jeep surged forward, accelerating, but Gustavo wouldn’t let go. Carol grabbed Ava’s other shoulder, engaging in an Ava tug-of-war as they dragged Gustavo across the campsite.

	Daniel rose to his knees, thrust the rake at Gustavo, missed, and popped Ava upside the head.

	“Dude,” yelled Ava. “What the heck!”

	Still clutching Ava’s shoulder, Carol’s fingers searched the floorboards of the jeep. “Yes!” She leaned forward and unleashed a full blast of wasp spray into Gustavo’s face.

	He screamed and arched his body backward to avoid the spray. Carol thought for sure he was going to let go, but the wasp spray only seemed to enrage the man.

	“Carol!” shouted Ava, without turning her head. “I’ve got a plan.”

	“What is it?!” Carol cried out.

	“Hang on!” screamed Ava.

	“You’ll tell me later?” yelled Carol.

	“No, I mean hold on!”

	Ava’s knuckles turned white. Carol’s face turned white. Daniel screamed in falsetto.

	Ava gritted her teeth and pointed the jeep directly at the river. The wheels dug in, and it picked up speed as it raced toward the water.

	“Ava!” Carol cried out. “We’ll never make it!”

	Gustavo recognized crazy when he saw it, and now he saw it in Ava’s eyes. He screamed and let go of her, rolling away from the jeep like a log down a hill.

	The jeep rocketed off the embankment, flying like a spectacular green rocket through the air. Just as Ava thought they were going to make it, the jeep plummeted, splashing down into the river. Carol shook her head and patted her body to see if she was still alive.

	Daniel had flipped out of his seat and was balled up against the tailgate, entangled in Franco’s underwear. He clambered to his hands and knees and shook his head. “Gross,” he moaned, flinging the tighty-whities into the river.

	“Hey!” yelled Franco. “That’s my underwear!”

	Everyone stopped for a moment to watch the gargantuan, white unmentionables float downstream. 

	“I’ve got two words for you!” Ava yelled at the men. “Caimans, leeches, and deadly snakes! The river’s filled with them!”

	“That’s three,” said Carol.

	“Oh, yeah, three things, so even more dangerous!” Ava warned. 

	Franco and Raul turned to their boss, seeking guidance. “Don’t listen to her, you idiots,” screamed Gustavo. “Get them!”

	Franco didn’t hesitate. The behemoth man leaped from the embankment, tucked into a cannonball, and splashed into the water.

	In any other situation, Ava would have applauded and held up a small sign that read 10. However, Franco ruined the moment when he resurfaced, screaming like a wild banshee and thrusting his fist into the air. 

	“Go!” yelled Ava. “Go!” She and Carol scampered to the hood of the jeep and dove into the water, racing to the opposite shore.

	Ava reached the other side first and clambered onto the muddy beach. She pushed her hair out of her eyes with the side of her hand and immediately looked for her friends. 

	“They got Daniel,” groaned Carol, pulling herself from the water. 

	For the second time that day, Daniel was thrown over Franco’s shoulder. He must have been angry about his underwear because Franco held him by the ankles and dragged him through the water. Daniel had to fight to keep his head from being submerged. Gustavo smiled cruelly at them and offered his hand to Franco, pulling him up the embankment.

	“Why isn’t Franco chasing us?” Ava was interrupted by the roaring of a motorcycle engine, racing toward the embankment.

	“He’s gonna try to jump!” yelled Carol.

	“Didn’t he see what happened to us?” asked Ava incredulously. “He’s not gonna make it.” 

	Then, as if by magic, the man seemingly did the impossible. He “flew” across the river, and then whipped his bike toward the girls.

	“A suspension bridge,” gasped Carol, pointing. “They had a bridge!”

	Ava followed Carol’s finger. A narrow bridge camouflaged with vines and branches spanned the river. “How did I not see that?”

	“There’s no time to second-guess ourselves. Come on!”

	The motorcycle tore along the shoreline, its engine growling like a demonic beast. Carol and Ava sprinted through the jungle, tripping over roots and vines. Both girls had the same thought: at this speed, running blindly through the jungle, they risked the chance of running into a venomous spider or a deadly viper. 

	Carol felt for the tiny button on her survival band and flicked the flashlight on. The risk of not knowing where they were going was too great. They needed light to help guide their way. Unfortunately, it made them an easy target for their pursuer to follow.

	“He’s gaining on us,” gasped Ava.

	“I know,” Carol panted. “But I’ve got a plan!”

	“I’m all ears,” Ava puffed, narrowly dodging a banana tree.

	 

	***

	 

	Carol crouched in the darkness, hidden behind a clump of underbrush. The angry roar of the motorcycle grew closer. The girls could see the headlight slicing through the darkness. Ava waited until she was sure Raul saw her. Then she spun around and took off running through the jungle, screaming. The ground shook as he pulled back on the throttle and shot after her.

	Carol exhaled and waited till the last second. She jumped to her feet and yanked hard on a vine she’d tied to a tree on the other side of the path. Raul screamed as the vine caught him across his chest, sending him flying through the air. He landed heavily on his back with an “oof.” 

	Carol immediately rushed to him and slammed her heel into his solar plexus. A gasp escaped his helmet, and then he lay still. She reached into his pocket and grabbed his phone. Probably has all kinds of evidence on it.

	Ava slid to a stop beside Carol. “It worked!”

	“Tie him up before he comes to!” 

	Ava pulled the string from her hoodie and quickly tied his feet together. She yanked his boots off and stripped them of their laces.

	“Let’s flip him over,” said Carol. “And tie his hands behind his back.”

	“Got it,” said Ava.

	The girls rolled him over onto his belly. Carol squeezed his arms tightly together while Ava used the shoelaces to bind his wrists. A moan came from inside his helmet. They rolled him onto his back. Ava released the clasp under Raul’s chin and tugged his helmet off.

	Raul’s eyes burned with anger. He spat out a flurry of words Ava and Carol didn’t understand—and were pretty sure they didn’t want to. He struggled, trying to break free.

	“Keep moving,” said Carol bitterly, “and I’m going to give you another heel stomp! Understood?” She raised her foot above his chest to make her point.

	Raul cursed again. “When I get free, I’m going to kill you both.”

	“Aw, Raul, see, you shouldn’t have said that,” said Ava, returning with the leather satchel from his motorcycle. She turned it over and dumped the contents onto the ground. She grabbed a roll of duct tape. “Perfect.”

	Raul eyed the roll of tape and then began screaming, “Help! Help!”

	“He obviously speaks the universal language of duct tape.” Ava tore off a strip and then placed it over his mouth. “Much better,” she sighed.

	“You better put on another piece,” said Carol. “Just in case.”

	“My pleasure,” smiled Ava, adding another piece of tape over his mouth. She kicked around the items she’d dumped on the ground from Raul’s satchel. She grabbed a pocketknife and a coil of rope. “What do we do with him?” asked Ava. “We can’t just leave him here. He’ll become somebody’s dinner.”

	Raul nodded his head. The hatred had been replaced with fear.

	“Well,” smiled Carol. “I guess we’ll have to do what we do when we go camping, so scavengers don’t get our food.”

	Ava shrugged her shoulders. “Put him in a cooler?” Carol made a face. “What? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	“May I?” Carol took the bundle of rope from Ava, uncoiled it, tied a loop in one end, and then heaved it over a large tree limb about ten feet off the ground.

	“Oh,” nodded Ava. “I see, great idea.”

	The girls dragged Raul by his feet under the tree. He shook his head back and forth, his eyes wide with fear.

	“Don’t worry,” Carol said brightly. “You’re gonna be fine.” She ran the rope beneath his belt, knotted it in place, and then stepped back. “All right, Aves, pull!”

	The girls wrapped the end of the rope around their wrists and leaned backwards. Raul’s body jerked upward. “Heave,” gasped Carol. For such a thin man, he was certainly heavy. The girls dropped down, lowering their center of gravity, and pulled harder. Raul shot up another three feet. They repeated the series: drop, pull, drop, pull, until he dangled from his belt, eight feet in the air. Carol wrapped the rope around another tree, and then tied it off.

	“Nicely done,” smiled Carol, wiping the sweat from her forehead. “Now we just need to get back to camp and get help. We could take his motorcycle,” she suggested.

	“About that,” said Ava. “If we go all the way back to camp, by the time we get back, they’ll most likely be gone, and who knows what they’ll do to Daniel. These guys aren’t playing.” Ava motioned to Raul’s motorcycle. A rifle was strapped to its side.

	Carol hesitated. “I don’t know if we can do this by ourselves. They’re expecting us to go to the police and get help.”

	“Yes, exactly, which is why they won’t be ready for us,” argued Ava. “They think we’re long gone. They’re going to be focusing on loading up the boat and clearing out of the camp.”

	“I don’t know….”

	“Yes, you do. They won’t expect us to reappear, and that’s why we have the advantage. Plus, we can’t risk them hurting Daniel…it would destroy his mother.”

	“You know how to get to me, don’t you? You had to bring up his mother. All right,” agreed Carol. “I’m in.” She turned and looked at Raul, who was gently swinging in the breeze. “And just in case he somehow gets loose….” She walked over to the motorcycle, removed the keys from the ignition, and then, kneeling beside the engine, ripped out a handful of colorful wires. “That should do the trick.”

	“Beautiful work, inspiring. Should we set it on fire?” asked Ava. “I feel like we should set it on fire.”

	“Maybe next time. Come on, Ava, we’ve got to rescue Daniel.”
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A Daring Rescue

	Carol and Ava lay on their stomachs, watching the campsite from the suspension bridge. Gustavo and Franco were hurriedly carrying cages to the floating pallets connected to the back of the speedboat.

	“I knew it,” whispered Ava. “They’re making a break for it.”

	“Yep. And I don’t see Daniel anywhere.”

	“Me either,” said Ava, her voice tinged with worry. “My best guess is the building where they’re keeping the birds, so they can keep an eye on him—”

	“Or the shed,” suggested Carol. “Most likely they tied him up this time.” Or worse, she thought. She couldn’t bring herself to say the words.

	“Okay,” nodded Ava. “Let’s check the shed first. Our top priority is rescuing Daniel, then the birds.”

	“Agreed,” nodded Carol.

	The girls army crawled the length of the bridge. From their vantage point, they were completely hidden.

	“As soon as they go into the building to get more cages, we go,” whispered Carol.

	Ava nodded in agreement, keeping her eyes focused on the two men.

	“Now!” Ava and Carol sprinted to the shed and crouched down, leaning their backs against the steel wall. “It’s locked,” whispered Carol.

	Ava crept over to the front door of the shed. A thick metal clasp was secured by a padlock. “No way we’re getting that thing off, unless you found a crowbar in Raul’s pocket.”

	“Wait,” said Carol excitedly. She fished around in her pocket. “I didn’t find a crowbar, but I did find these.” She pulled out a keyring. “They were in the motorcycle ignition.”

	Ava took the keys from Carol. “Good job!” She flipped through the keys on the keychain. “It’s gotta be this one.” She held the lock steady, pushed the key inside, and twisted. The lock sprang open. “And…we’re in,” Ava smiled, wiggling her eyebrows.

	“I’ll keep an eye out for Franco and Gustavo. You get Daniel.”

	Ava slowly opened the door to the shed. “Daniel?” she called out softly. 

	Daniel sat hunched over against the back wall, his head slumped forward, his chin on his chest. His arms and legs were bound tightly.

	“Daniel,” said Ava softly. “It’s me, Ava. Are you okay?”

	It took a moment for Daniel to realize what was happening. He shook his head as if waking up from a dream.

	Ava gasped when she saw his face. His right eye was swollen shut. His bottom lip was twice its normal size, and dried blood was caked on his chin and the corners of his mouth.

	“What did they do to you? Are you okay?” The words caught in her throat.

	“You came back,” he whispered hoarsely. He tried to smile, but winced instead.

	“Of course we came back. We’re not in the habit of leaving our friends behind.” She hurried over, pulled the pocketknife she’d found in Raul’s satchel from her pocket, and sawed through the ropes.

	“Thank you,” said Daniel, his voice cracking with emotion. He looked at his arms. Deep grooves encircled his wrists. He opened and closed his hands with great effort. “They’re numb,” he explained.

	Carol’s face appeared in the doorway. “We need to get going!”

	“One second,” said Ava. She slid around behind Daniel and helped him to his feet.

	“Can you walk?” She stood behind him in case he fell backward.

	“Yeah,” he said, standing on wobbly legs. “Sorry. They tied the ropes so tight, my hands and feet went numb.”

	Carol stepped into the doorway again to hurry them along, but when she saw Daniel’s face, her mouth clamped shut. Anger filled her eyes.

	“Why did they beat you? You’re just a kid,” Carol cried.

	“I think Gustavo has anger issues. I’m fine, guys. It looks a lot worse than it is.”

	“Not so sure about that,” said Ava, making a face. “You look like you got in a fight with a baseball bat and lost. Badly.”

	Carol checked on Gustavo and Franco the Bull. “They’re still loading up the boat.”

	“So,” Daniel said, his face filling with determination. “What’s the plan?”

	“The plan? The plan was to rescue you and then to get help,” explained Carol.

	“No.” Daniel stomped his foot like a child. “We can’t let them get away! Then all of this will have been for nothing.”

	Carol wheeled on Daniel. “You’re in no shape to do anything. What you need is medical attention. Plus, what are we supposed to do? Wreck their boat?”

	A huge smile filled Ava’s face. “Yes, please, I’m actually great at wrecking things.”

	Daniel disappeared into the shed and returned with a thick rusty chain, twice the length of his body. “I have a better idea.”

	“Are you sure it will work?” Ava asked.

	“Wait a minute, Daniel, for real. You’re not in any shape to do this.”

	“I’m fine, really. It was just a couple punches, okay? Now let’s do this!”

	“All right,” said Ava, turning to Carol. “We’ve fought against crazy odds before.”

	“Okay, Daniel,” Carol smiled. “What’s your plan?”

	“It’s simple. Just help me get the chain down to the boat, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

	“As soon as I say go,” Carol said, watching Gustavo and the Bull, “run like your pants are on fire.”

	“Oh,” said Daniel, turning to Ava and handing her the other end of the heavy chain. “Please try to keep up.”

	“They’re walking toward the bird building—they’re going inside…. Go!” Carol whispered urgently.

	Ava and Daniel rushed down to the boat, the heavy chain swinging back and forth between them. If Daniel was in pain, it didn’t show. He slid down the embankment by the dock, pulling Ava down with him.

	They froze at the bottom of the ravine. The site of the caged parrots on the floating pallet was horrific. The caged birds squawked and screeched, frightened and in pain. Daniel looked at his wrists. The deep channels were raw where the rope had bit into his skin. He wanted to fling the cages open and set the birds free, but in his heart, he knew that he needed to put an end to this.

	“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “You will be free soon. I promise.” He turned to Ava. “Help me with the chain.” Together they lifted it over his head. It hung over his shoulders like a scarf.

	“I’ll be right back. Keep an eye out.” Without another word, he waded into the water and disappeared behind the boat.

	Ava climbed up the embankment and lay on the ground. Gustavo and Franco were still in the main building about seventy-five feet away. Across the campsite, she could see Carol crouched behind the shed. Ava smiled to herself. There was no doubt that her best friend was plotting and planning.

	Franco appeared in the doorway, his arms stacked with cages. Gustavo was struggling with a gas-powered generator. She slid down to the water. Daniel had been underwater for over a minute. Where is he?

	She could hear the men’s voices. She crawled back up the embankment and peeked over the edge. The two men had stopped to trade loads. Franco handed the cages to Gustavo, and then he picked up the generator like he was picking up a feather.

	Ava slid and then jumped down to the shore just as Daniel’s head surfaced. “They’re coming, they’re coming,” she whispered urgently, motioning for him to get out of the water.

	Daniel pointed to a clump of vegetation, just beyond the dock. Ava nodded and scurried over. Daniel swam like a frog, not making a sound, and then climbed out of the water onto the shore, just as Franco appeared.

	“Oh my God,” said Ava, as Daniel hurried over. “You have a leech…. Oh, never mind, it was just your lip.”

	“Funny,” he whispered. He took a look at the boat and shook his head. “Unless they have another engine somewhere, that boat isn’t going anywhere.”

	“Awesome,” said Ava excitedly. “Now all we need to do is call the police!”

	“How?” asked Daniel. “They took our phones.”

	“Yeah, and we took Raul’s,” she smiled.

	“Wait…I haven’t seen Raul.” He smiled painfully. “Where is he?”

	“Oh,” whispered Ava nonchalantly. “He’s hanging around.”
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The Chase

	Daniel and Ava rejoined Carol behind the shed.

	“How did it go?” Carol asked anxiously. 

	“Perfect,” Ava said. “Do you have that phone?”

	“Yeah.” Carol dug in her pocket and handed Daniel the phone. 

	“It’s a flip phone,” he said, frowning.

	“Yeah…and?”

	“It’s just that the signal….” Daniel pressed the button on the side and waited. “Yep,” he sighed. “No signal. It’s probably why they have all those antennas. They must have a radio receiver.” He handed the phone back to Carol.

	“So now what do we do, Big Brain?”

	“Hang on, I’m working on that.” Carol peeked around the shed. Franco was cradling a car battery and two incubators. Gustavo had an armful of equipment as well. 

	“Okay,” said Carol, turning to Ava and Daniel. “As soon as they get to the boat, we find the radio and call for help. It’s our only chance.”

	Franco carefully maneuvered down the slope to the boat, balancing the incubators. Gustavo followed at his heels. “Watch it! Watch it! Those birds are worth a fortune.”

	Unseen, the trio bolted from behind the shed and raced across the campsite to the trappers’ building. Ava threw open the door and stepped inside. “Ugh,” she grimaced. “It smells like sweaty socks in here.”

	The sheet metal building consisted of one giant room. Three sleeping bags lay on the floor beside a table with a coffeemaker and two propane grills. Several gallon jugs of water were stacked in the corner.

	“There,” said Daniel, pointing to a wooden table. “The radio!”

	“Oh,” whispered Carol. “How the heck do you work this thing?” The radio had dozens of buttons and knobs, none of which made any sense to her.

	Ava pressed the power button, and the digital readout came to life. “Twenty-one, dot, two, nine, five, dot, zero, zero. Does that mean anything to anyone?”

	“It must be some kind of frequency,” Carol suggested.

	“And this must be the microphone,” said Ava, picking up a small oval handpiece that was connected by a coiled wire to the radio. She pressed the button on the side. “Breaker, breaker, come in!”

	“What the heck are you doing?” asked Daniel.

	“I don’t know,” Ava shrugged. “I saw it on a movie once with a bunch of truck drivers.”

	“Maybe you need to be wearing the headphones,” said Daniel.

	“Oh, yeah.” She slipped them over her head and rotated the large black knob beneath the display. The digital numbers changed. There was a blast of static in the headphones, and then Ava could hear people talking.

	“Keep turning it,” Daniel encouraged.

	“No! No!” Ava smacked his hand away from the dial. “I hear voices! Hello? Hello? Anyone there?”

	Suddenly from outside there was a loud explosion, followed by angry screams. Daniel turned and looked at Carol. His not-swollen eye flew open wide. “The boat!”

	“Ava,” Carol yelled. “Keep trying—we’ll be right back.”

	Daniel and Carol raced to the door. Gustavo and Franco clambered up the embankment into the camp. “It must have been the kid,” Gustavo screamed, pointing at the shed. “Bring me that kid!”

	Daniel and Carol jerked back from the doorway, but it was too late. Gustavo had seen them. Carol dashed across the room.

	“Mayday, Mayday!” yelled Ava into the microphone.

	Carol ripped the headphones from Ava’s head, sending them crashing to the floor. “They’re coming!”

	Daniel spun in a circle in the center of the room. There was only one way out. He grabbed a gallon jug of water, ran to the door, and waited. Just as Gustavo flung the door open, Daniel hurled the water jug, smacking him in the face. Gustavo fell backwards, sprawling on the ground. “Franco!” he screamed. “Kill them!”

	The young trio burst through the door. “The bridge!” yelled Carol.

	They sprinted across the campsite, but Franco cut them off. A huge smile crossed his face. “Want to race to the bridge?”

	“Wanna sing soprano?” yelled Ava.

	For a mountain of a man, he was incredibly fast. He unsheathed a nasty curved knife and sprinted toward them. “Cowards!”

	Gustavo raced toward them from the other direction, hoping to cut them off.

	“Run directly toward Gustavo,” puffed Ava. “Make it look like we’re going to attack him. At the last second, break right, and I’ll break left. Meet up behind their headquarters!”

	“Got it!” Daniel and Carol spun around and lowered their shoulders, running straight at Gustavo. He dug his heels in, bracing for the attack. Behind them, they could hear Franco’s footsteps pounding, getting closer.

	Daniel snarled, throwing out his arms like he was going to tackle Gustavo. Gustavo planted his feet and crouched. At the last second, Daniel and Carol cut right, and Ava cut left, sprinting past him. Franco bent over behind them, hands on his knees, panting. 

	“Give me that!” screamed Gustavo, snatching the knife from Franco’s hand.

	“We can’t run from them forever,” Ava gasped. “We’re going to have to separate them and then take them down, one by one.”

	“I hate to say it,” Carol panted, “but you’re right. Franco can barely breathe right now,” she pointed out. “If we can lure Gustavo into the jungle, we may have a chance.”

	“Leave that to me,” said Ava, stepping from her hiding place, behind the villains’ headquarters. “Oh, Gustavo,” she taunted. “You better hurry and get out of here. We radioed the police. They’ll be here any minute.”

	“Oh, really?” he sneered. “That’s a receiver. You can’t radio anyone.”

	“Oh, really,” taunted Ava. “Because it seems to have a microphone, and I’m pretty sure they heard me. Carol, throw me Raul’s phone. And thanks to this….”

	“What’s that?” asked Gustavo, creeping closer.

	“Oh, this little thing?” Ava held up her hand. “It’s Raul’s phone. Think of all the evidence on it.”

	“Where’s Raul? How did you get his phone?” Gustavo demanded.

	“He told us to tell you he won’t be able to come to work today. He’s a little tied up at the moment.”

	Gustavo’s face turned bright red. He looked like he was about to erupt. “You little….” He raised the knife above his head and rushed at the children, slashing wildly.

	Ava, Carol, and Daniel turned and sprinted through the jungle. Daniel led, and the girls stuck to him like glue. A knife whizzed past Carol’s head, disappearing into the trees.

	“Stop!” screamed Gustavo. “Or I promise you, the next one won’t miss.”

	“The game is over,” said Ava. “You lost.” Daniel and Carol stood on either side of her. “Soon this place is going to be crawling with police. Throw down your knife and give up.”

	Gustavo smiled and then spat at Ava’s feet. “You know what?” He gestured with his knife. “I think you’re a liar. No one is coming. I’m going to tie you to a log, and then I’m going to watch as Franco hurls you into the river.” He smiled, envisioning the thought. “You’re going to hope that you drown, because I hear that being eaten by a caiman is a slow, painful death.”

	“You forget that there’s three of us, and we won’t go down easily.”

	“I’m giving you punks one last chance,” growled Gustavo. “Think about it. Maybe you’ll get lucky and someone will rescue you from the log before you die…. Or you can die right now.”

	“You’re pitiful,” sneered Ava. “I faced down bigger bullies than you in preschool.”

	“Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should let you go, and just throw away half a million dollars.” He grinned evilly and then lashed out wildly at Daniel, who jumped backwards, slamming into a tree. Cupuacu fruit—the size of coconuts—rained down onto him. He rolled away and leaped to his feet.

	“You’re a quick one,” laughed Gustavo, closing in on him. He leaped forward, thrusting the knife at Daniel again and narrowly missing him. The blade sank deep into the tree.

	Ava and Carol charged him, slamming into his midsection with their shoulders. Gustavo fell to the ground, kicking and punching. His foot lashed out and caught Carol in the stomach. She cried out and fell to the ground in a ball, gasping for air.

	“Ava, get the knife!” screamed Daniel. He dove on top of Gustavo, punching and clawing.

	Ava grabbed the knife and pulled, but it was buried deep in the tree. She grabbed the handle, moving the knife up and down, trying to work it loose.

	Daniel screamed out as he took a brutal elbow to his jaw. He sprawled on the ground, shaking his head dizzily. Gustavo jumped to his feet. Wasting no time, he charged into Ava, sending her crashing onto a rotting log. Stars filled her vision as she fought for air.

	Gustavo clutched the knife with both hands—he put his foot on the tree for leverage and pulled. The weapon slid out of the tree with a sickening slippery sound. Gustavo’s eyes were crazed. Blood ran from his lips and nose. He whirled around and clucked his tongue.

	“Pitiful,” he growled.

	“Yes, yes, you are,” said Ava, clutching her side. “You thought that was all we’ve got? That was just a warm-up.”

	“Oh, really?” sneered the man. “Then I think it’s time for the final play.” He flipped his knife from one hand to the other.

	“Hey, Gustavo!” yelled Daniel. “Do you like fresh fruit?”

	Daniel whipped his hand in a quick circle and then flipped it toward Gustavo. A brown circular object hit the tree beside Gustavo and exploded into fragments of white and brown. Gustavo tripped over a root, and before he could completely recover, Daniel had reloaded his sock sling and launched another Cupuacu fruit at his head.

	This one hit its mark. A look of bewilderment filled Gustavo’s face as he stumbled backwards and fell to the ground. The knife slipped from his fingertips and dropped beside him.

	Carol rushed over and kicked the knife away. It wasn’t until that moment that Ava realized Carol was missing a sock. “Oh,” Ava smiled, looking from her to Daniel. “The sling!”

	Daniel nodded. “The perfect weapon.” Ava and Carol grabbed Gustavo’s arms, and Daniel slipped his belt off and tied Gustavo’s wrists together.

	Carol wrestled off one of Gustavo’s boots and yanked the shoelace out. She wrapped it around his legs twice and then tied a knot.

	“I’ll never make fun of your jumbo socks again,” smiled Ava.

	Gustavo shook his head, slowly coming to. “You filthy pieces of….”

	“If I may.” Daniel picked up Carol’s sock and stuffed it into Gustavo’s mouth.
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Franco the Bull

	Carol and Daniel dragged Gustavo to a tree and tied him to it with a piece of vine.

	“Don’t worry,” said Ava, patting Gustavo’s head. “We’ll come back and get you in a couple days…. If there’s anything left of you.”

	Gustavo shook his body from side to side, trying to break free, his eyes a mixture of fear and anger.

	“All right,” said Carol, rubbing her hands together. “Two down, one more to go.”

	The trio crept quietly through the jungle. A thought kept nagging Carol. Why didn’t Franco come to help his boss? Maybe he believed Ava’s lie about the police?

	Daniel threw up his hand, stopping them. “I hear them too,” whispered Ava. “Voices.” They dropped to their hands and knees and crawled to a downed tree. A thin man dressed in camouflage with a rifle slung over his back came into view.

	“Oh, great,” whispered Carol. “Is that Raul?”

	Suddenly Daniel leaped to his feet.

	Carol looked up at him, shocked. “Daniel!” she yelled, but it was too late. He raced across the campsite. The man in black spun toward him, tearing his rifle from his shoulder. He pointed it at Daniel and yelled, “Stop!”

	Suddenly a tiny woman holding a frying pan came into view. She shoved the man with the rifle aside and threw open her arms. “Daniel!” she cried.

	Ava and Carol shared a look of bewilderment. What had just happened?

	Daniel turned and pointed to where the girls were hiding. Suddenly, Miquel and Marcia appeared. “Ava! Carol!” they screamed, racing to them.

	The girls leaped to their feet. Miquel crashed into Ava and threw his arms around her, lifting her into the air. 

	Marcia embraced Carol. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “You’re okay,” she whispered. She held Carol’s shoulders, searching her eyes.

	“I’m good. We’re okay, Marcia.”

	“How did you find us?” asked Ava, her mind reeling.

	“When Daniel’s mother checked his room this morning,” said Marcia.

	Morning? The word sounded so absurd to Carol. She tilted her eyes skyward. Yep, it’s morning.

	“She realized Daniel was missing. She remembered him talking with you and Ava, so we checked your cabin. We knew he must have been with you. Thankfully, Sanchez is an amazing tracker, and he led us here.”

	Ava and Carol followed Marcia and Miquel over to the others. Sanchez was sitting on Franco the Bull’s stomach, smoking a cigarette.

	He took a look at the girls’ disheveled clothes and cuts and bruises and nodded. It was one of Ava’s proudest moments, seeing the profound thanks and respect in his eyes.

	She returned a subtle nod, and then embraced Daniel’s mother, who reached out and grabbed Carol. She pulled her in, giving them both a bone-crushing hug.

	“You guys got Franco the Bull,” smiled Ava.

	“Yes,” nodded Miquel, laughing. “Not quite sure which scared him the most, Rebecca’s frying pan or Sanchez’s rifle.”

	“Definitely the frying pan,” moaned Franco.

	A deep hum emanated from the river. Moments later, a sleek silver boat with the word Polícia on it appeared in the Cobra Pequena. Daniel turned to the girls and hugged them. “We got them,” Daniel smiled.

	“Yeah,” said Carol, tussling his wet hair. “We got them.”
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Farewell

	Ava walked across Dead-man’s crossing without a second thought. It seemed like eons ago when she had been afraid to pass over the chasm. The trip had taught her a lot about herself. She’d learned to face her fears. She’d learned that there were much bigger problems out there—much worse than horrible soap, or her green hair. There were living beings out there that needed protection because they couldn’t protect themselves.

	She had also learned how fear could be used as a weapon—and how a simple tale about a Red Devil had paralyzed an entire village for generations. Lastly, she realized the lengths that people will go when they feel the need to fight against what they feel is unjust. She glanced at her wrist, where a simple hand-woven bracelet lay. A gift from Daniel’s mother. 

	Ava stood at the end of the bridge and looked behind her. The chasm far below was now familiar to her. The sounds of the rainforest were no longer a chaotic cacophony of sound, but a simple beautiful melody, created by individual beings—each perfect in their own unique way. 

	Miquel, Marcia, Daniel, Rebecca, and Juliana stood at the other side of the bridge. She turned, raised her hands to her chest, and moved her fingers into the shape of a heart. She would always carry these memories with her. Her new friends returned the simple gesture. A lump formed in her throat.

	She stepped off the swaying bridge, threw her arm around Carol’s shoulder, and smiled.

	Carol looked back at her brightly, her blue eyes sparkling in the sunlight. 

	“I know what you’re thinking,” Ava whispered, hugging her best friend against her. “You can’t believe Elliot turned out to be a girl.”
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Case Closed. Literally.

	“Ava Clarke! Mr. Douglas would like to know why his son is green.”

	Ava rolled her eyes at her dad’s interruption. “Carol and I were testing a theory….”

	“By painting his son green?”

	“I’m surprised by you, Dad. You should know we would never paint a kid green. That’s why we tricked him into doing it himself.” Ava looked at Carol and shrugged as if her explanation made perfect sense.

	Ava’s dad made his way down the stairs to the girls’ crimefighting headquarters, aka The Lair. He ran his finger through his thick, curly hair and repositioned his glasses on his nose. Ava and Carol were crouched over a laptop; the printer beside them whirred to life.

	“Aves.” Mr. Clarke shook his head. “You can’t go around—”

	“Relax, Dad.” Ava looked up from the laptop and brushed her purple bangs from her eyes. “It’s temporary food coloring. After a dozen showers or so, the kid will return to his normal color.”

	“Most likely,” Carol assured him, her freckled face breaking into a smile.

	“And if not, Halloween is only four days away. He can be Hulk Junior.”

	“Well,” Ava’s father began, folding his arms across his chest, “I think you owe Mr. Douglas and his son Kyle a huge apology.”

	“Actually…,” Ava’s eyes locked onto her dad’s, “…Mr. Douglas owes us a huge thanks for figuring out how his store, the Bonsai Bonanza Shop, was robbed.”

	“And by whom,” Carol added.

	“What do you mean? You figured out who robbed him?”

	“We did. It was Kyle’s best friend, Taylor—in the bonsai shop—with…,” Ava paused dramatically, making a reference to her favorite board game, Clue. “A little help would be appreciated.” Ava nudged Carol.

	“With a green morph suit,” Carol added.

	“Excellent word choice, big brain,” Ava said, lightly punching her friend’s shoulder.

	Ava’s dad removed his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose between his thumb and index finger. “You’re giving me a migraine. Can you please explain what’s going on without me having to jump through a dozen hoops?”

	“Gladly,” Ava replied, seeing her father’s tormented look. “It was a dark and stormy night….”

	“Oh, I like this.” Carol smiled, settling back into her chair. She brushed her strawberry-blonde ponytail from her shoulder.

	“Ava, please,” her father begged.

	“Geez. I was just trying to set the mood, but fine. Kyle’s best friend, Taylor, snuck into the bonsai shop in a green morph suit.”

	“Which is…?” asked Mr. Clarke.

	“Patience. I’m getting there. How did you even make it through school?” Ava chided. 

	“A morph suit is a stretchy suit that covers you from head to toe. You can buy them in any color. Think of Spiderman’s costume.”

	“Thank you, Carol,” smiled Mr. Clarke.

	“Traitor,” Ava whispered. Carol grabbed Ava’s chair and spun her so she faced the wall. 

	“Very mature,” Ava teased, marching her feet and chair back into place. “As I was saying, Taylor’s morph suit is green, the same color as the wall in Mr. Douglas’s shop. It’s also the same wall where Mr. Douglas has his safe.”

	“When we interviewed Kyle, he told us that the only people who knew about the safe were the people who worked at the bonsai shop: Taylor and his friend Melissa,” Carol said, taking up the story.

	“According to Kyle, it’s pretty much well-known that his dad forgets to lock the safe most of the time,” Ava continued. She spun her laptop so her dad could see the screen. “You see the green blob moving across the wall?”

	Ava’s dad leaned in and nodded. “Fascinating.”

	“That blob is none other than Taylor,” Ava continued. “His morph suit enables him to blend in with the wall. He opens the safe, he takes the money, and then he melts away into the night—or in reality, gets on his bike and rides home.”

	“Only,” Carol smiled, “what the thief didn’t count on is, look right here.” She pointed to the screen. “See the reflection on this gold planter pot?”

	“It’s a bit blurry, but yes.” Mr. Clarke nodded.

	“If we zoom in on the eyes and then we compare those eyes to Taylor’s yearbook picture and do a simple photo analysis, we find that it’s a perfect match.”

	“We also had Kyle send us a couple of pictures of Taylor,” added Ava, “and we compared the eyes to those images and again—”

	“A perfect match,” Carol declared dramatically.

	“Then a simple hack into Taylor’s family’s doorbell security camera system, and—”

	“What? Wait, you did what?” Mr. Clarke cried.

	“And…,” Ava announced, waving her father’s comment away, “we can see that four days ago, Taylor got an Amazon package.”

	Carol opened a video file that showed Taylor grabbing a package from his front porch, which he proceeded to tear open. He then did a little happy dance.

	“And what do we see?” Carol froze the frame of Taylor holding a green morph suit in a clear plastic bag. “Exhibit A: one morph suit,” Carol declared triumphantly.

	“So,” Ava exclaimed, shutting the lid of her laptop, “case closed…literally.”

	“But….”

	“Ugh,” Ava sighed. “Plus, we have those.” She pointed to a cast of tire tracks. “Those are Taylor’s bike tracks. And before you say anything, it rained that day, and these were fresh tracks from last night.”

	“Well, good job,” nodded Mr. Clarke. “Looks like you solved it.”

	“As I said before…,” Ava opened the laptop lid and slammed it shut again. “Case closed.”

	“Literally,” added Carol, crossing her arms over her chest.

	Ava nodded to her best friend. “Literally.”


2
Road Trip

	Ava and Carol solved the Bonsai Caper in the nick of time. The Clarke family, along with Carol, were due to travel the next day to Tempest, Maine. Solving the case was a bittersweet experience. 

	Mr. Douglas was happy that the girls had cracked the case but saddened that Taylor, his son’s best friend, had betrayed his trust. He was also a bit miffed that after eight showers his son was still green, but that was a story for another day.

	Ava’s response had been, “Well, you can’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” She had no idea what that meant; she’d never looked in a horse’s mouth before. Why would anyone put a gift there? But at the moment, it felt like the right thing to say. 

	Carol’s dark glance told her that it probably wasn’t.

	Kyle had learned a few important lessons about friendship and that there are some things that you shouldn’t share with others—for example, the location of your father’s safe, the fact that it’s rarely locked, and your underwear, but that goes without saying.

	And as for Taylor the thief, instead of turning him over to the police, Mr. Douglas made an arrangement with Taylor’s parents for him to do yardwork at their house for the next couple months. Taylor’s parents eagerly agreed, not wanting a blemish on their son’s record. 

	And lastly, as a reward, Mr. Douglas gave Ava and Carol bonsai starter kits, which Ava promptly regifted to her classmate and good friend, Derik—who promptly listed it on eBay to make a few bucks. Ava couldn’t stand the idea of another plant wilting and unceremoniously dying in her windowsill. Her attempts at CPR on it had been a complete fail, the heavy breathing and compressions only creating more carnage. In the end, she toyed with the idea of creating a support group for fellow plant-killers.

	“Hello, my name is Ava. “I’m…,” She stumbled through the words. “…a plant killer.”

	Group: “Welcome, Ava.”

	“I kill plants. My latest victim, a blue juniper named Gerald.”

	Somewhere amongst the crowd, there’s a gasp and then the sound of a cup clattering to the floor.

	“What are you thinking about?” Carol asked.

	“Deep thoughts. You wouldn’t understand.” Ava pulled at her bottom lip, her voice thick with the trappings of wisdom.

	“Yeah, probably not,” Carol agreed quickly, afraid of being sucked into one of Ava’s bizarre thought tornadoes.

	“How much farther?” Ava called out to her parents.

	“Well, being that we just backed out of the driveway, I would say about three hours.” Ava’s mom turned in her seat and patted Ava’s leg. Ava was a miniature carbon copy of her mom, except for the purple highlights. Sandy-blonde hair, mischievous brown eyes, and a ready smile.

	“If you get bored, I can always sing,” her father offered.

	“Oh, dear God, no,” Ava breathed. “We’ll entertain ourselves.” She flicked her hand for her mother to turn around. “Talk amongst yourselves, talk amongst yourselves.”

	“All right,” her father nodded. “But I’m here if you need me.”

	Carol laughed as Ava squirmed in discomfort.

	“Just no, Dad. We’ll be fine.”

	
3
Tempest, Maine

	Ava leaned her head against the door. The glass felt cool against her cheek. Her eyes defocused, filled with a collage of orange and brown and red leaves. The sky felt heavy, like one huge sheet of gray custard. It made her feel lazy and sleepy. Somewhere far away, she could hear her parents discussing why their bananas no longer ripened from green to yellow; they just went straight from green to brown.

	Carol stretched across the back seat, kicked off her sneakers, and put her socked feet on Ava’s lap. Usually Ava would feign death from the stench and then threaten to set Carol’s mismatched socks on fire, but she was on the precipice of sleep and more sleep, so Carol’s brazen sock fiasco went unnoticed. Carol pulled her earbuds out of her hoodie and settled into the melancholy baleful tunes of famous French bassoonist Pierre Pixley. She fell asleep waving her finger in the air like a conductor’s baton.

	Ava’s forehead smacked hard against the window, jolting her awake. “Ouch,” Ava cried out, rubbing her head.

	“Sorry about that,” Mr. Clarke said over his shoulder. “Huge pothole.”

	“Are we still in it?” Ava asked as the car jounced and bounced.

	“It’s what I imagine driving on the moon would be like,” yawned Carol, stretching her arms behind her head. “You know, filled with craters.”

	Ava rolled her eyes. “I think your brain is filled with craters. Who imagines driving on the moon?”

	“I did when I was a kid,” Ava’s dad said.

	“Did they even have cars back then?” laughed Ava. “Or were you driving around the moon on a horse-drawn carriage.”

	Carol snorted. “Sorry, Mr. Clarke.”

	“Your dad would have been incredibly handsome in a NASA flight suit,” Ava’s mom insisted. “That blue-gray uniform matching his dazzling eyes.”

	“Me and Carol, reaching for a barf bag,” Ava added.

	Mrs. Clarke rested her hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, dear. You’ll always be my astronaut.”

	“Gross. Gross. Gross,” Ava remarked, cringing.

	Ava’s dad laughed. “What was our song, darling? Do you remember?”

	“Remember?” She chuckled as if it were the most ridiculous question ever asked. “How could I ever forget?” She began singing, “Oh, my love, my daaaaarling….” 

	“I’ve hungered for…your touch, a long…lonely time…,” Ava’s father piped in.

	“There are children in the back seat,” Ava moaned. “Think about the children.”

	“It’s ‘Unchained Melody,’” Carol chimed in, beaming. “Ava, it’s a classic from the 1960s.”

	“More like unhinged melody.” Ava thrust her hands into the pocket of her hoodie and with trembling fingers began typing frantically on her phone.

	“What are you doing?” Carol asked.

	“My will.” Ava sighed. “I’m typing out my will.”

	“We’re here,” Mr. Clarke called out, giving Ava a brief reprieve from the onslaught of love emanating from the front seat. He pointed out the front window to a sign shaped like the state of Maine that read, “Tempest, Maine. Population: 8,231.”

	“Interesting,” Carol mused. “I wonder if they repaint the sign every time someone is born or dies.”

	“Yeah,” Ava agreed. “Would probably be easier just to say 8,000-ish.”

	Mr. Clarke continued driving along a narrow, serpentine road that ran parallel to the ocean. Ava crowded Carol, looking out her window. Rows of white-capped waves marched onto the shore, crashing over rocks and shells. The beaches in Tempest, Maine, were much like the beaches in Livingston—very little sand and filled with massive boulders, stones that had become smooth over thousands of years of rolling and tumbling in the rough surf. Countless seashells of all colors and sizes dotted the shoreline. Dozens of wooden piers stretched out into the ocean like fingers. A group of boats bounced alongside the shore.

	Mr. Clarke slowed in front of a beautiful white house with giant windows. A balcony wrapped around the second story facing the ocean.

	“Is this where we’re staying?” Carol asked, barely able to contain her excitement.

	“No,” Ava’s dad replied. “We’re staying in that little wooden shed over there.” He pointed to a short, squat structure that looked like it had been shot by a cannon. Twice.

	Carol looked to where Mr. Clarke was pointing and her heart sank. “Oh, that’s okay,” she replied politely. “I’m just happy to—”

	“He’s just kidding with you.” Ava’s mom laughed. “Yes, this is where we’re staying.”

	“You’re an evil man,” Ava said. She gave Carol an I’m so sorry smile. She could see her dad grinning in the rearview mirror.

	Mr. Clarke waited a moment as a bicyclist passed by and then pulled into a stone-and-shell driveway that crunched like potato chips beneath the car’s tires.

	“This house is awesome,” Carol squealed. “Look, it has turrets like a castle and a gazillion windows.”

	Ava was amused at her friend’s excitement. She pictured Carol fifteen years into the future as an overly enthused real estate agent.

	Carol raced to the porch and queued up behind Ava’s parents as Mr. Clarke unlocked the door.

	This time, it was Ava who was impressed. She stood in the foyer, staring up at the most beautiful chandelier she’d ever seen. Even on this overcast day, it glistened brilliantly, casting thousands of sparkles of lights over the wooden floor and wall. Just past the chandelier, a spiral stairway twisted and turned its way up to the second floor. 

	“It reminds me of an Escher painting,” Carol whispered.

	“Very perceptive of you, Carol,” Mrs. Clarke praised.

	Mr. Clarke winked at Ava, giving her a don’t ask me what they’re talking about shrug.

	Ava turned in a circle, oohing and aahing. The house was exquisitely furnished with plush furniture and expensive-looking decorative pillows. Dozens of paintings adorned the walls. The deep, throaty gong of a grandfather clock welcomed them as the girls made their way into the living room.

	“Dad,” Ava asked excitedly. “Can we build a fire tonight?” She nodded toward a gargantuan fireplace that stood at least six feet tall. A bundle of split wood was neatly stacked beside it.

	“Sure,” he said, eyeing the dry kindling. “I don’t see why not.”

	“Awesome. Come on, Carol. Let’s go check out our room.”

	Ava’s mom smiled as the girls made their way up the stairs, happy that they were so excited. She made her way across the room to an expansive window with a picturesque view of the ocean. In front of that window stood a regal antique drafting desk. Mrs. Clarke sighed a peaceful, wonderous sigh. This was where she would write her article about the lives and trials of Maine’s lobstermen.

	
4
The Scarlett House

	Ava couldn’t believe the utter awesomeness of their bedroom. The beautifully polished cherry-wood floor stood in stark contrast to the powder-blue walls. A massive king-sized bed with ornate white posts and a dark-blue comforter faced a set of glass doors that opened out onto the balcony.

	Carol unlocked the doors and pulled them open. Fresh, rich, salty sea air filled the room. Carol stretched out her arms and breathed in deeply. The clanging bell on a fisherman’s boat echoed across the water as he made his way inland.

	“There’s nothing like that sound,” Carol said without turning.

	What sound? Ava asked in her head.

	“The sound of the ocean….”

	Ah, that sound. Ava nodded.

	“It’s beautiful,” Carol breathed.

	Ava climbed from her bed and padded across the floor to join Carol. She had to agree, it was indeed beautiful.

	Nighttime was falling. The sky no longer a gloomy gray, revealing thousands of glittering stars. A full moon hung above the ocean, its light reflecting like a shimmering carpet, the light so dense you could almost follow it into the heavens.

	Ava lay under a blue comforter, her laptop resting on her legs, checking their website for new cases. She and Carol had taken a web designing class in school and had immediately put their new skills to use by creating a website where clients could request their services. An anonymous prospect had just posted that he’d lost his sanity and needed help locating it. Another person was trying to locate the sixth Horcrux so they could defeat Voldemort.

	“Anything?” Carol inquired.

	“Nothing,” Ava replied. “I never thought I would say this, but we need more crime in Livingston.”

	Carol contemplated Ava’s comment for a moment. “I agree. What’s a town without a little mayhem?”

	“Boring,” Ava answered quickly. “What are you reading?” Ava closed the lid on her laptop and yawned. 

	“It’s a book on Tempest, Maine.”

	“Ah. So, a real page-turner.” Ava collapsed backward onto her stack of pillows.

	“Well, there is something I think you might find interesting.”

	“Does it have anything to do with ice cream or cake? Preferably chocolate?”

	“No, but I think it will appeal to your sense of adventure. According to this book, this house is haunted.”

	Ava released an exasperated sigh. “They say that about every old house. I mean this house is, what, two hundred years old? You gotta figure that someone probably died here.”

	“That’s actually kind of creepy,” Carol said. “I wonder if they died in our bed.”

	“Gross,” Ava declared. “Now look who’s being creepy?”

	The white silky curtains billowed in the cool ocean breeze. “Look,” Carol said hauntingly. “They’re back…back to claim your soul!” She jumped onto the bed beside Ava, laughing.

	Ava rolled her eyes. “Are you here to protect or to annoy?”

	“A little of both.” Carol stacked a couple of pillows behind her and plumped them up with her fist. “Oh, this is interesting.”

	Ava didn’t say a word. She knew Carol well enough to know that she was going to continue her explanation without any prompting.

	“The original owners of the house, Alice Scarlett and her daughter, Ruby Scarlett….”

	“Ruby Scarlett. That’s unfortunate.” Ava sighed disinterestedly.

	“…disappeared from their house on Halloween night and were never seen again. The townspeople believed that they were practicing witchcraft. William Scarlett was believed to have perished at sea.”

	“Fascinating.” Ava yawned. “I’m going to brush my hair.” Ava swung her legs over the edge of the bed and grabbed her brush from the night table.

	Carol nodded without looking up from the book, her curiosity unaffected by Ava’s disinterest.

	The floor was cold beneath Ava’s bare feet. She stopped by the chest of drawers and grabbed a pair of fluffy, black-and-white panda socks with rubber grips on the bottom. She balanced on one foot and then the other as she pulled them on.

	Ava pushed the bathroom door open and searched for the light switch. “Carol,” Ava called out, leaning through the doorway, “do you know where the bathroom light switch is?”

	“I do.” Carol continued reading. It was cruel, but she enjoyed annoying her.

	“Mind sharing?” Ava asked, annoyed.

	“Beside your head. It’s outside the door.”

	“Why would you put a light switch outside the door?” Ava made a face. “It’s like having a shower but putting those turny-knob things….”

	“Faucet handles.”

	“…in the basement.” Ava flicked on the bathroom light. “And,” she called out, pointing her brush at the bathtub, “our tub has legs. What are those for? Does it walk around while you take a bath?”

	“It’s called a clawfoot bathtub. I think it’s elegant.”

	“Elegant.” Ava rolled her eyes for the seventeenth time that day. “My eyes should have biceps,” she whispered, “or at least a six-pack.” She squinted, trying to flex her eyes.

	Carol closed her book, rolled across the enormous bed, and hopped down onto the floor. She padded outside onto the balcony, listening to the sounds of the night. She leaned forward against the wooden railing, taking in the soft yellow lights of the coastal town.

	Hidden in the darkness, a shadowy figure watched her curiously.

	 


5
The Mysterious Necklace

	Ava brushed her hair back behind her ear with her fingers and tilted her head, revealing a blue-and-green dragonfly earring that sparkled in the light. She removed the back and carefully placed the earring on the edge of the sink. Carol had a matching set, hers teal and silver. They were a gift from Ava’s mom after they’d solved their first case.

	Ava tilted her head and had just removed the back from the other earring when a door slammed, making Ava jump. The dragonfly arced through the air, bounced on the floor, and then disappeared between the metallic slats of a decorative cast-iron floor vent.

	“Nooo!” Ava screamed. She fell to her knees and clawed at the grate with her fingers. “Carol!” Ava called. “I need your help. Carol!” Ava yelled again, frustrated that her friend hadn’t rushed to her aid.

	Ava leaped to her feet and ran into the bedroom. There was a rapping sound on the doors that led to the balcony—and then Carol’s voice. “Ava, open the door!”

	Ava flung the door open and Carol stepped inside, shivering.

	“What are you doing outside? It’s freezing. Never mind. Come here.” Ava grabbed Carol’s shoulder, dragging her to the bathroom.

	“What’s your problem?” Carol fussed, straightening her hoodie. 

	“My dragonfly earring, it fell down there.”

	“It’s okay,” Carol reassured her. “We’ll get it back.” She knelt over the metallic grate. “It’s a floor register; my dad has installed a gazillion of these things,” she explained. “They basically distribute hot air from the furnace throughout the house.”

	“You mean my earring’s in the furnace?” Ava palmed her forehead. 

	“No, we’ll get it.” Carol inspected the grate. “We need a screwdriver, a hammer, and a set of plyers. Don’t worry, we’ll find it.”

	Ava and Carol scrambled down the circular stairway, snatched the car keys from the hook by the door, and ran outside to her dad’s car. Ava popped the trunk. “This should have everything we need,” she said, holding up a black plastic carrying case.

	“Everything all right?” Ava’s mom called out as the girls dashed back inside the house.

	“Yep,” Ava called out. “Just working on a project.”

	Ava’s parents were used to their daughter’s projects, and unless there was an explosion or some type of poisonous gas pouring through the house, they figured everything was okay.

	Carol popped open the tool kit and located a flathead screwdriver. “Cast-iron floor vents like these sell for hundreds of dollars on Etsy.”

	“Great. If I’m ever hard up for money, I’ll become a floor vent thief.”

	“In a few seconds…,” Carol leaned her weight onto the screwdriver and twisted. “…you’ll have your earring back. Unless….”

	Ava didn’t like the weight Carol attached to the word unless.

	Carol slid the tip of the screwdriver beneath the grate and pried it up and away from the floor. She carefully swished her hand around in the opening. “I can’t quite reach the bottom.”

	“What do we do?” Ava ran into the other room, grabbed her phone, and flicked on her flashlight. She knelt on the floor beside Carol and shone the light into the opening.

	“I see it. There’s something else down there too.” Ava felt Carol’s head against hers as she peered down into the vent shaft.

	“I’ve got an idea.” Carol hopped up and returned a moment later with a shoestring in her hand. “Your earring is made out of stainless steel.”

	Ava nodded. “I guess.”

	“Well, these screwdrivers have magnetic tips. It’s what holds the screw in place, so they don’t fall.” Carol tied the shoestring around the handle of the screwdriver as she explained. She knelt over the shaft and slowly lowered the screwdriver while Ava assisted with the light.

	There was a soft metallic click, and then ever so carefully, Carol pulled Ava’s earring to safety.

	“You did it!” Ava hugged Carol. “You’re officially my favorite best friend.”

	Carol fell back on her butt and laughed. “I’ll expect a notarized document from your attorney specifying exactly what that entails.”

	“Pretty much that you will be available to assist whenever I beckon, and vice versa.”

	“Accepted,” Carol smiled.

	“I almost forgot,” Ava said. “There was something else down there.”

	“Oh, right.” Carol slowly lowered the screwdriver into the depths of the vent. The screwdriver made a tap tap sound as it moved around the object, but whatever it was, Carol discerned it wasn’t magnetic. Carol rocked back onto her heels, thinking.

	“I’ve got an idea.” Ava grabbed the measuring tape from the toolbox. “We can use the little end as a scoop.” 

	“Oh, good idea!”

	She slowly fed the metal measuring tape to the bottom of the vent, and then dragged it slowly across, so the metallic lip slid beneath the mystery object. Ever so carefully, she lifted it to the surface. Carol quickly placed her hands under the dust-covered object and removed it. “It looks like a necklace, Aves.”

	“I think so too.”

	Carol brushed the dust off with her fingers. “A necklace with a locket.” 

	“Let’s clean it off in the sink,” Ava suggested. She spun around and lowered the drain stopper; she wasn’t about to lose another piece of jewelry.

	Carol gently turned and twisted the newfound necklace beneath the water. Ava handed her a washcloth to dry it off. “Whoa, Ava. It’s beautiful.”

	The silver locket was adorned with a lion standing on its hind legs, its head thrown back, jaws open, revealing rows of jagged teeth. In front of the lion was a golden shield with a brilliant red cross. Two golden swords crisscrossed behind the shields, the hilts black onyx. A row of glistening blue stones bordered the locket. The back was made of clear crystal.

	“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” Ava whispered.

	Carol lowered her chin to her chest, her Windex-blue eyes filled with sadness.

	“Fine,” Ava laughed. “Second to you, I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.”

	“Thank you.” Carol grinned. “So unexpected.” She fluttered her hand in front of her face.

	“Girls?” Ava’s mom tapped on their door. “May I come in?”

	“Sure!” Ava bounded across the room. “Look what we found in the air vent.” She handed the locket to her mother.

	“Oh,” her mother exclaimed. “This is exquisite.” She turned it over in her hand. “It’s a locket, and this is most likely a family’s crest.” She looked at the clasp and the tarnished silver. “This locket could be a couple hundred years old.”

	“Do you think it was Ruby’s?” Carol asked.

	“Ruby?” She looked quizzically at Carol.

	“Ruby Scarlett. Her family lived here in the 1800s—until they were chased away by the townspeople. They thought they were witches.”

	“Oh, and you know this how?” asked Ava’s mom.

	Carol held up the book she’d been reading. “It’s a book on the history of Tempest, Maine. Fascinating read.”

	“A real page-turner. Clearly, Carol’s perception of excitement is distinctly different than most normal human beings,” Ava said.

	“Mrs. Clarke, would you mind if Ava and I took the locket to a jeweler tomorrow to be cleaned?”

	“I don’t mind, but I think we may want to contact Mrs. Wright, the owner of the house, and let her know that we found the necklace.”

	“Wait. If you contact them, they might come and take it. It’s clearly been in the vent for years….”

	“That’s true,” nodded Carol, seeing where Ava was going. “It was covered in dust bunnies.”

	“I just want to do a little research on it. It’ll be good for us. Like a town project,” Ava pleaded.

	“Plus, it will keep us off the streets,” Carol added. “I’m not sure where that saying came from.” Her forehead wrinkled. “But my dad always says it.”

	“I promise we’ll take great care of it, and then, when the rental is over, we can let Mrs. Wright know that we found it.”

	Ava’s mom chewed on their argument for a moment and then nodded. “Being a journalist myself, I can’t discourage my own daughter from wanting to do some investigative work.”

	“Thanks, Mom,” Ava beamed. “Now, Carol and I have to get back to work reassembling the bathroom.”

	Ava gave her mom a kiss on the cheek and then disappeared into the bathroom.

	Mrs. Clarke took a tentative step forward to investigate and then threw up her hands and backed out of the room. “I don’t want to know,” she exhaled. “I don’t want to know.”
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The Forlorn Bassoon

	Ava stretched and noisily inhaled. She scratched the back of her head and sat up. A mournful wailing sound had awakened her from her pleasant slumber. She moaned and festooned her head between her pillows, realizing Carol was on the balcony, serenading the neighborhood with her bassoon.

	Carol stood, facing the ocean. Her head gently lolled from side to side. Her fingers moved expertly along her bassoon. The deep, rich sound filled the air, melding with the timpani of the crashing waves. She closed her eyes, imagining an audience, bathed in the luxurious sounds emanating from her woodwind, amazed at her profound abilities, her—

	“Shuuuut uuuuuup!”

	The defiant shout shocked Carol out of her musical trance, making her last note sound like an unexpected burp.

	“You, up there! Shut up!”

	Carol looked around to see where the yelling was coming from. Finally, she spotted a wrinkly old man behind the wheel of a small fishing boat named Joyful. He was dressed in a yellow rain slicker and a matching yellow hat. His knobby fist punched the air.

	“Sorry!” Carol called out to him. She cupped her hands so he could hear her. “I was just playing my—”

	“Devil’s instrument,” he shouted back, shaking his fist. “Put it away! You’re scaring the fish. It’s an abomination of nature,” he spat.

	Carol saw something white fly out of his mouth and plop into the water.

	“Nooo!” the man yelled, cursing at Carol. “My dentures,” he wailed. He pointed to the water and then back at Carol, his hand trembling.

	Carol crept backward into her room and shut the doors, trembling.

	“Good morning, soul-crusher,” Ava said, pulling on her stretchy panda socks. “I see you’re making friends with the neighbors,” she added as she disappeared into the bathroom.

	“Oh,” Ava continued, poking her head out the doorway. “Mom said we’re leaving for breakfast in twenty.”

	Carol simply nodded as she watched the old man maneuvering his boat in tight circles, trying to recover his dentures with a fishing net.

	***

	It was a brisk sunny morning as the Clarke family and honorary member Carol, AKA soul-crusher, made their way into town. They followed a paved walkway that took them into the heart of Tempest, which reminded Carol of Livingston, Massachusetts. Small town, lots of touristy shops.

	The streets were wide, filled with cars and bicycles, the sidewalks packed with a mix of locals and tourists. Knickknack shops, clothing stores, boutiques, and cheese shops lined the walkway.

	“Look,” Ava pointed out. “Tempest’s first pub, founded in 1782.”

	“Perfect name too,” Carol said. “The Sea Scallop.”

	“Whoa, Meyer’s Ice Cream Shop is over two hundred years old, established in 1809,” Ava exclaimed, obviously impressed.

	“Hopefully, the ice cream’s not that old,” Mr. Clarke laughed.

	The ornate streetlights were festively decorated with black and orange garland. Pumpkins sat atop bales of hay in front of a Ben Franklin hardware shop that advertised ghoulishly good prices. A scarecrow stood outside the store; a bucket of apples hung from each arm. The word “FREE” had been handwritten in marker on each bucket.

	Black cats and witches stared out at them through the windows of a bakery. A flashing sign in the window read, Our cupcakes are devilishly delicious. A row of cupcakes lined the window, each adorned with a pitchfork and red horns.

	“Wow,” Ava declared. “They really get into Halloween here. I love it.”

	“I can’t wait to see everyone dressed up in their costumes.”

	“Speaking of costumes,” Ava’s mom said, dropping back to walk with the girls. “Any ideas?”

	“Not yet,” Ava replied. “We’re working on it. We want to do something original that represents our unique personalities.”

	“Wonderful.” Her mom nodded in agreement. “It’s more fun when you can put a little of you into your costume.”

	“We’re not big on commercialization. We’re more into expanding horizons, embracing that creative spark that lives in all of us….”

	Ava’s eyes began to glaze over when she spotted a jewelry store. “Carol, look,” Ava interrupted. She pointed to a black awning, the words “Lehmann Jewelers” in gold across the front. A cast of ghosts and witches riding brooms dangled from it. 

	“They’re open,” Ava said excitedly. She gestured to an open sign in the window. “Do you mind if we run in and ask about cleaning the necklace?”

	“Sure,” said Mr. Clarke. He checked with Ava’s mom, who nodded in agreement. “You see that brown sign?” He pointed to the Ocean Crest Café a couple of doors down. “That’s where we’re having breakfast. We’ll meet you in there.”

	“You got it! We’ll be fast,” Ava promised.

	***

	A bell jingled as the girls stepped into Lehmann Jewelers. A bespectacled man with tiny wisps of white hair looked up from his Jewelry Life magazine. An annoyed sigh escaped his lips and then crashed to the floor with the weight of an anvil. 

	“Hello, girls.” His tone was pretentious. “There’s a Claire’s in the main shopping district. I’m sure you’ll find it much more amenable to your….” He looked the girls over, “…tastes.”

	“Hmm,” Carol said smugly. “Lehmann is Swiss, right? Producers of some of the finest crafted watches and jewelry the world has ever known.”

	The man lifted an eyebrow and stared at her across the top of his glasses. “And your point?” 

	Carol inflated her cheeks and blew out loudly.

	Ava imagined attaching a balloon to Carol’s puckered lips. 

	“It greatly saddens me that someone with such an esteemed surname would erroneously base a person’s preferences or taste based on their age and attire.” Carol pursed her lips and turned toward Ava. “I suppose Mr. Lehmann would prefer us to take our exquisite necklace to a child’s store to test the authenticity of the diamonds.”

	As if rehearsed, Ava held up the necklace. It swung hypnotically like a pendulum from her fingers. Even in its current state, the sunlight glistened brilliantly off the jewel-encrusted locket.

	The man’s jaw dropped, and the magazine slid between his fingers to the floor. “I…I apologize,” he gasped. “You’re exactly right. At times I am far too quick to judge. Please forgive me.”

	“Thank you.” Carol smiled appreciatively.

	He leaped to his feet. “May I please see your necklace?” he inquired eagerly.

	Ava gave Carol a subtle look that said, I don’t trust this man. Carol returned the look with equal anxiety.

	“Just one moment, please.” Carol reached into her back pocket and retrieved her phone. She looked at the screen and then turned to Ava. “Mother and Father will be here in just a few minutes,” she lied. “So, we need to move things along, if that is okay with you, Mr. Lehmann.” Carol surreptitiously pressed the video record button and let her hand drop back to her side.

	“Mr. Lehmann was my grandfather and father.” He laughed churlishly. “Just call me Edward.” He leaned over the counter, practically salivating over the necklace.

	Ava was surprised that the man stood only a couple of inches taller than her and Carol.

	“You said that you would like to see if the diamonds and precious gemstones are actually real?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “And seeing that you are a bit pressed for time, I can do that for you in just a matter of minutes.”

	“Wonderful,” Ava replied, noticing the way the man’s hands shook as he took the necklace from her.

	“It’s exquisite,” he whispered, then stood for a long moment as if lost in thought.

	Carol was afraid this was going to turn into a Gollum moment with Mr. Lehmann holding the necklace to the light, whispering, My precious, my precious. 

	The petite man made his way to a cluttered table and sat behind a microscope. He twisted a knob and then adjusted the eyepiece. “Incredible,” he whispered. “Are your parents taking you to breakfast or perhaps shopping?” He gave them a broad smile that dripped with deceit.

	Ava raised her eyebrows but didn’t reply. She had learned this trick from her mother. When someone wants something out of you, and they are being deceptive, make them continue talking until they reveal their true intentions.

	“I was simply asking because if you would like to leave the necklace with me—hundreds of people do….” He waved an arm around the shop to dozens of necklaces and bracelets to qualify his statement. “You could come back and pick it up this afternoon.”

	“We’ll consider it,” Carol chimed in. “However, you did say that you could let us know if the diamonds are authentic, quickly?”

	“Certainly.” He picked up a jeweler’s loupe from the table, held it to his eye, and continued to examine the necklace. “Yes,” he mumbled. He scooped up a long, rectangular device with a digital display off the table.

	Carol squinted. She could just make out the words: Diamond Selector II.

	Edward touched each diamond and waited. Each time, a small beep emitted from the device. “That sound indicates that the diamonds and gemstones are real,” he said excitedly. He leaned back in his chair. “The necklace is most likely from the early 1800s. It’s rather tarnished. I could clean it if you’d like.” He pushed back from the table and began walking to a door that led out of the showroom.

	“No,” Ava said abruptly. “My mother didn’t give us permission. I think we’ll just clean it ourselves.”

	Edward’s eyes flew open. “Please reconsider. I understand your mother’s concern—it is a lovely piece.” He carefully placed the necklace onto a felt cloth on the counter. 

	Ava could tell that he was carefully constructing his next sentence.

	“If you would please wait here just a moment…. I would hate for you to purchase something that could damage the necklace. I’ll be right back, and I’ll provide you with some silver polish and a cleaning cloth you can take with you at no charge.”

	“Thank you so much, Edward,” Ava smiled, while inside her mind whirred the question: Just what is he up to?

	The jeweler hurried across the shop, slipped into another room, and closed the door. 

	Carol turned to Ava and pretended to brush something from her sleeve. “Don’t act suspicious. Smile while you talk to me. We’re being watched. He has security cameras everywhere. They may or may not be wired for sound.”

	Ava laughed and walked to the other side of the room. She pretended to be engrossed in a set of bracelets, each adorned with colorful gemstones. A small card beneath each bracelet gave the name of the month the jewel represented and the history behind the stone.

	The door popped open, and Edward reappeared with two small bowls, a plastic filter, a cloth, and a container labeled “Shine Brite.” “If you have two minutes, I can teach you how to clean the necklace.” Again, he reminded them, “You wouldn’t want to damage it.”

	Ava hesitated for a moment and then agreed. It wasn’t likely he was going to try something with them both standing right there watching.

	“Excellent,” Mr. Lehmann exclaimed. He gently lifted the necklace and placed it inside a small basket with a handle. “The basket will act as a filter,” he explained, “much like a spaghetti strainer. Next, I’ll add Shine Brite. It’s a solution that will remove the tarnish.” He poured a clear liquid into the bowl, then dipped the strainer into the bowl, moving it up and down in the solution.

	“It’s already working,” Carol said, amazed.

	Edward nodded. “Years of grime and neglect, gone in an instant. Not that you neglected this beautiful locket,” he quickly added. “I’m just saying that it can be easily reversed.”

	The soft tingling of the bell startled the girls. Edward raised his head and acknowledged the newcomer. “Good morning, sir. I’ll be with you in just a moment.”

	“Thank you. No hurry,” replied a deep voice.

	Ava fought the urge to turn. She’d already formed a mental image of the man behind them. She used the reflection of the glass display cases to get a look at him. She jumped when their eyes met. He was doing the same thing.

	“Next,” Edward said, “we remove the basket and dip it in some warm water, swish it around a bit, and then….” He shook the necklace onto a cloth and gently dried it. “It is a gorgeous piece of work,” he exclaimed, holding it up for them to see.

	Ava caught him making eye contact with the man behind them. She could feel the other man moving in closer. “Thank you so much, Mr. Lehmann. We’ll be sure to tell our parents how incredibly generous you were.”

	“Oh,” he chuckled and playfully waved her compliment aside. “So happy to help. Stop by any time. Are you staying here in Tempest with your family?”

	“We’re just passing through,” Carol lied. “On our way to Massachusetts to visit family.”

	“Oh,” he exclaimed, suddenly seeming very interested in their lives and not his customer. He placed the silver cleaner into a bag for them. “I can add you to our mailing list if you would like—you know, for Christmas gifts or Valentine’s Day,” he winked.

	“I’ll have to ask my mom,” Ava smiled. “She’s very protective. Can’t be too cautious these days, if you know what I mean.”

	“Yes, certainly. Have them stop by. I would love to meet them.” He handed Carol the bag. “Oh, how rude of me. I almost forgot.” He came around the counter and slipped a black felt jewelry box into the bag. “That’s to keep your necklace safe, but I’m sure you’ll want to wear it.”

	Before Ava could respond, he quickly stepped behind her. “If you’d just lift your hair, I’ll fasten it for you.”

	Ava lifted her hair. His hand brushed against her neck. So cold, Ava cringed. Edward expertly fastened the clasp and then stepped back.

	“Let’s see! Beautiful,” he cried out. “Just beautiful.”

	Carol stared at the man, bewildered by his behavior. This guy needs to get out more.

	A cold, slow, cringy feeling crept up Ava’s spine. When she looked up, the other man was staring at her. His cold black eyes dropped to the necklace.

	Carol quickly stepped in between the man and Ava, blocking his view. “We should really be going now, sis. Thank you again, Edward.”

	The bell jingled as they stepped outside. The strange man, dressed in a blue-collared shirt and black pants, stood in the doorway, watching them disturbingly as they walked away.
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Ocean Crest Café

	“Okay, that was officially creepy,” Ava said, looking over her shoulder.

	“Beyond creepy,” Carol agreed. “The way the jeweler’s attitude changed when he saw the necklace….”

	“And the strange guy that suddenly appeared…. I have a feeling Edward called him when he went into that other room.”

	Carol opened the door to the Ocean Crest Café. The smell of coffee and fresh pastries washed over them. Her stomach growled. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until now.

	“We probably shouldn’t say anything to my parents.”

	“No kidding. We’ll be stuck under their thumbs if we start talking about creepy men.”

	A smiling teenage girl standing behind the hostess stand waved them over. “Table for two? Oh,” the girl exclaimed, her eyes dropping to Ava’s locket. “That’s a beautiful necklace.”

	“Thank you,” Ava replied.

	“I love your space buns,” Carol smiled, admiring the girl’s hairstyle that reminded her of Princess Leia in Star Wars. “Did you do it yourself?”

	“Yes.” She raised her hands to her head and gently patted her carefully crafted hair. “After a lot of trial and error.” She laughed. “Thank God for YouTube.”

	“No kidding,” Carol agreed. “How did we ever survive without it?!”

	The girl turned her attention back to Ava. “I’m so sorry. I don’t mean to stare. It’s just that I feel like I’ve seen that necklace somewhere.” The girl shrugged and laughed. “Oh, well. Maybe I’ll remember. You’re probably starving. Did you say table for two?”

	“No,” Ava replied. “My parents are here. My dad is dressed like a lumberjack, bright-red flannel shirt, curly brown hair, glasses.”

	“Oh, yes. I know exactly who you’re talking about. The dad-joke guy.”

	Ava held her breath. “Oh, no,” she began hesitantly. “What did he say?”

	“Well, I asked if he had reservations, and he said—”

	“If I had reservations, I wouldn’t eat here,” Ava finished for her.

	“Yep, that’s the one.” 

	“Classic dad,” Ava groaned. “He used to tell the servers that he was organic-intolerant.”

	The girl laughed. “Hey, I wish my dad was like that. He was an overly serious. A mortician.” 

	“I hope he doesn’t bring his work home,” Carol grinned.

	“Hah!” The girl laughed. She pointed to a long counter. “Follow along that wall and make a left. They’re seated just around the corner. If you need anything, my name’s Haylee.”

	“Awesome, thank you. By the way, I’m Carol, and this is my bestie, Ava. There will be a quiz later.” She winked at her.

	“I’ll be ready,” Haylee replied, pretending to write their names down on a piece of paper.

	***

	Ava collapsed into her seat and proudly folded her arms across her belly. Just a few short minutes ago, a golden tower of pancakes had stood in a sprawling, defiant tower. Now, just a few soggy morsels swirled on her plate in a sea of syrup. A lone blueberry clung to the edge of her plate, a whimsical wisp of whipped cream atop it.

	A bead of perspiration appeared just below Ava’s purple bangs. She felt like she should put her feet on the table and unceremoniously belch. Loudly. She literally felt like she could burst at any moment. She wearily eyed her beleaguered friend, who seemed to share the same feeling of acute discomfort. 

	Carol too had demolished an equally impressive mountain of flapjacks. Ava observed Carol’s eyes flicker to her glass of water, pause, and access. She never made it to the glass, instead falling back into her chair, completely destroyed by the carb-and-sugar monstrosity she’d consumed.

	“Mom, Dad,” Ava groaned. “Can you just leave us? I feel like if I move, I may explode.”

	“Sure,” Ava’s dad laughed. He glanced at his watch. “We’ll come back and grab you next Friday.”

	“Sounds good.” Carol nodded in agreement.

	“Your dad and I are going to walk down to the harbor to speak with the dockmaster. He’s going to introduce me to some of the local fishermen for my article.”

	Carol’s eyes grew wide. Local fishermen! She immediately recalled the old man in the yellow rain slicker, shouting at her, his dentures flying through the air, and then plummeting into the depths of the ocean.

	“Would you guys like to go with us?” Ava’s mom offered.

	Ava caught the panicked look in Carol’s eyes. “If you don’t mind, we’d kind of like to do a little shopping, maybe get some things for our Halloween costumes. We noticed there’s a craft shop a few doors down.”

	“Okay, it’d probably be boring anyway,” Mrs. Clarke said and scrunched up her nose. “Charles, can you give them a key to the house?”

	“Sure.” Ava’s dad dug into his jeans pocket and handed Ava a key with a circular disc attached that read 162. She recognized the number as the street address to their rental house. “Make sure you don’t lose it. It’s a fifty-dollar replacement fee.”

	“Dad, you know I’m never one to shrink from responsibility. Carol, hold this. If you lose it, you owe my dad fifty bucks.”

	“Geez, thanks,” Carol replied. 

	Ava’s mom glanced at her watch. “We’d better get going.” She turned to the girls. “We’ll meet you around one o’clock.” She picked up the check, calculated the tip, and then counted out the proper amount of cash. “This will cover the bill and the tip.”

	“Thanks, Mom. Got it,” Ava smiled. “Now you kids run along.” She shooed her parents away. “Us adults got this.”

	Her parents seemed giddy over the idea of having some time to themselves. They hopped up, said their goodbyes, and headed for the door without so much as a backward glance.

	Ava looked over her shoulder and sighed. “They grow up so fast.” She turned her gaze to Carol. “I saw the panic on your face when my mom mentioned local fishermen. You sure you don’t want to go with them?” she teased.

	“Yeah, right. If I never see that old man’s face again, it would be too soon.”

	Ava waved the waitress over and handed her the check and the cash.

	“I’ll be right back with the change.”

	“It’s all yours.” Ava smiled at the woman. “Please, keep the change.”

	“Thank you!” the young woman said appreciatively and then hurried away. 

	***

	“Ava and Carol,” a melodic voice rang out as they approached the front door.

	“Haylee, with the awesome space buns,” Carol grinned. “You have an exceptional memory.”

	“Thank you.” Haylee laughed, curtseying. “Will you guys be back soon? We’re open for lunch and dinner, and we have an ice cream bar.”

	“Definitely,” Ava replied. “Your breakfast is to die for. I literally almost exploded.”

	“We do get a lot of exploding customers. It’s a work hazard.”

	A mature woman, her silvery hair pulled into a bun atop her head, appeared behind Haylee and rested a hand on her shoulder.

	“Hi, Nana. This is Ava and Carol. They’re—”

	The woman suddenly became agitated. She fumbled for a pair of red glasses that hung from a delicate gold chain around her neck. She adjusted the glasses on the bridge of her nose, the lenses making her mint-green eyes huge. Her smile transformed into a look of shock. She gasped and rocked backward on her heels.

	“Ruby?” she stuttered. The old woman looked frightened and confused. “Who are you?” she then asked, narrowing her eyes.

	“Nana,” Haylee gasped. “They’re visitors.”

	Ava’s head snapped back, surprised by the woman’s sudden change in disposition. “My name’s Ava Clarke, not Ruby. Are you okay?”

	“Nana, you look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Haylee whispered. She looked back apologetically at the girls.

	“Where did you get that necklace?” The old woman pointed a gnarled finger at Ava’s chest.

	Haylee lowered her head, embarrassed by her nana’s behavior. She looked like she wished she could just melt into the floor.

	Carol decided that she’d answer the question honestly. Haylee’s nana seemed to know something about the necklace. “We found it in the Scarlett house—we’re renting it for a couple weeks. Ava dropped an earring, and it fell down a floor vent in the bathroom. We opened the vent. We found it in there.”

	“I see.” The old woman nodded. “You mustn’t wear that necklace here, child.” The woman’s voice trembled as she spoke. “That is the necklace of Alice Scarlett.”

	“The witch?” Haylee gasped.

	“Alice Scarlett was not a witch,” the woman hissed. “Is that what they teach you in school?” Her face scrunched up like a raisin.

	“No, ma’am,” Haylee replied, her face turning bright red. “It’s just what all the kids say.”

	“No one cares about the truth anymore. They don’t even bother to study history.” She shook her head.

	“Look, um, Nana….” Ava wasn’t sure what to call her.

	“It’s Mrs. Conner. Harriet Conner.”

	“Mrs. Conner, I….” Ava turned to Carol. “We had no idea that people would be upset by it.” She carefully tucked it inside the neck of her hoodie. “We simply found it, and I wore it because I thought it was pretty. We even took it to Mr. Lehmann to have it cleaned.”

	“And Mr. Lehmann the jeweler seemed really interested in it,” added Carol.

	“I bet he did,” Mrs. Conner replied. She began to calm down, the color slowly returned to her face. “I apologize for being so abrupt. There are many locals that don’t want to remember the atrocities of the past, associated with that necklace. What they did to that family was unforgivable.”

	“Atrocities?” Carol asked, feeling unsettled.

	“Now, my dear, is not the time and place.” She gestured to the line of people that had formed behind them. Mrs. Conner grabbed a pen from the hostess desk and hurriedly scribbled onto a notepad. She tore the top sheet off and handed it to Carol. “That’s the address for the Tempest Cove Library.”

	“It’s about two blocks from here. Once you step out the door, make a right. You can’t miss it,” Haylee added helpfully.

	“Ask Mary for The Mysteries of Tempest Cove, written in 1872, by Laura Wampler. I think you’ll find all of your answers there,” Mrs. Conner said.

	“Yes ma’am.” Carol nodded. “We’ll go there right now.”

	“Thank you.” The old woman smiled. “I’m so sorry.” She shook her head. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

	“You didn’t,” Ava reassured her. “But you did certainly intrigue us.”

	Haylee smiled a relieved smile. “I hope to see you again soon!”
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Tempest Cove Library

	The Tempest Cove Library looked more like a church than a library. A patchwork stone base gave way to white slat board that terminated beneath a shingled arch roof. A towering cupola was perched atop the arch of the roof, above a wide stone-and-cement porch with black railings. The front door was a deep red with a mail slot that doubled as a book return just below the door handle. A silver ten-speed bike, with a white helmet hanging from the handlebars, rested against the railing. 

	A blast of warm, stale air hit the girls as they stepped into the library.

	“This is toasty,” Ava smiled, rubbing her hands together.

	The ancient wooden floor buckled and creaked as they made their way to the front desk. Ava worried that they had eaten so many pancakes that they would be the catalyst that caused the entire floor to cave in beneath them. 

	A black-haired woman dressed in a red-and-white checkered shirt and black biker shorts eyed the girls warily. She then continued perusing a stack of books that leaned precariously against an overstuffed bookshelf. 

	“Well, I know who owns the bike on the porch,” Carol commented.

	Ava nodded. “You mean the woman whose hair is in the shape of her helmet.”

	“I was going to say because of her attire, but…yeah, that works too.” 

	The girls leaned their backs on the main desk, surveying the library. A sign on the front counter read, “If you can read this sign, thank your librarian.”

	“I’d thank her if I could find her,” Ava said, thumping the sign with her finger.

	“Give it a minute,” Carol suggested. “She may be in the restroom.”

	“The way this floor squeaks, she may have fallen through and is currently buried beneath a mountain of books.”

	Carol turned and looked behind the front desk for a bell or anything that might aid in alerting a missing librarian to their presence.

	“I bet if you start talking really loudly, we’ll find her. It’s like a dog whistle. They can’t help but—”

	“Ahem!”

	The girls jumped at the sudden outburst. Ava immediately felt like she’d been double-crossed. How dare an actual librarian break the accepted volume level rules set by the National Organization of Noise Volume Levels in Libraries! Ava fought back a Shhh and a finger-waggling, which she felt would be perfectly appropriate at this moment.

	“May I help you?” The woman’s voice was crisp and cool like the October air.

	“It’s the woman in biker shorts,” Ava said, nudging Carol.

	“Yes, I can see that. She’s looking at us, and her mouth is moving, so I kind of put two and two together.”

	“If you don’t mind….” The woman stretched her back, arching her hands over her head.

	What kind of person begins a conversation and then goes into a yoga pose? Carol wondered, fascinated by the popping noises coming from the woman’s shoulders.

	“I have quite a few books to shelve. Is there anything that I can help you with?”

	No, but perhaps we could suggest a chiropractor for you, Ava thought.

	“Yes, ma’am. Mrs. Conner, the owner of the Ocean Crest Café….” Carol looked at Ava. “She was the owner, right?”

	Ava shrugged her best I-have-no-idea shrug. “Just say Haylee’s nana asked us to speak to Mary.”

	“Perhaps I can get a book for you on physics so you can learn that sound does indeed carry in waves. Thusly, I can hear your conversation.” The woman shook her head, agitated. “I’m Mary. May I?” She snatched the sheet of paper from Carol’s hands before she could reply.

	“I’m beginning to doubt that this woman is a certified librarian.” Ava stared at her shrewdly. “She yanked that paper from your hand without waiting for a reply. Clearly, she doesn’t know how questions work. I find that dubious. I don’t know what dubious means, but when I look at her….” Ava arched an accusatory eyebrow. “Yep, dubious.”

	The woman released a long, drawn-out sigh through her nose, punctuated with tiny little whistles. Carol thought it sounded very much like a teakettle. “You spoke with Mrs. Harriet Conner?” Mary asked, narrowing her eyes.

	Ava looked at Carol. “See?” she whispered under her breath. “Is that a question or an accusation? Dubious.” Ava punctuated her conclusion by crossing her arms over her chest.

	“Yes, ma’am. She’s the one who wrote the note and suggested that we come here,” Carol answered politely.

	Mary removed a pair of green reading glasses (that completely clashed with her checkered shirt), which had been hidden somewhere in the depths of her egg-shaped hair. She balanced them on the bridge of her nose, glanced at the note once more, and then took a step toward Ava, leaning in uncomfortably close.

	“My God,” Mary whispered. “You’re the spitting image of her.”

	“Who?” Carol asked, intrigued by the woman’s sudden change of demeanor.

	“Mona Lisa?” Ava hinted.

	“Ruby Scarlett,” Mary replied as if that explained everything. 

	“That would explain why Mrs. Conner said Ruby when she saw me,” Ava said.

	“Are you a descendant of the Scarlett family?”

	“Not that I know of. My last name is Clarke, and as far as my mom’s family name, I’m not allowed to give that out because she says people use it for identity theft, but I do know it isn’t Scarlett.”

	“Your mother has taught you well.” Mary smiled. “All right, follow me.” She gestured to a set of well-worn stairs. “Let’s go find that book.”

	If the creaking of the floor was loud, the groaning of the steps was much worse. It was like an old man protesting their every step as they ascended to the second floor.

	She led them to a wooden door that was simply marked “Reference.” “You two, sit there,” Mary said, tilting her head to a rectangular wooden table surrounded by four wooden chairs with stained burgundy upholstery. The girls slid the chairs from beneath the table and sat.

	“I’ll bring you a pair of gloves. You’ll need to wear them as you look through the book.” Mary noticed the confused expression on Ava’s face and explained, “The book that you requested is very old and can easily be damaged by the oils on your fingers. Thus, the gloves.”

	She returned a few moments later, placed a felt pad in front of them that resembled a large placemat. “There are two rules. The book is not to leave the table, and when you are finished, one of you will stay with the book and the other will find me. Understood?”

	“Yes, ma’am,” the girls chorused in unison.

	“All right, then. I’ll leave you to it.” Mary gave one last glance over her shoulder as she descended the stairs.

	The Mysteries of Tempest Cove reminded Carol of the Bible. The pages were thick, and the corner of each page had an intricate decorative design.

	“Seven hundred and seventy-two pages! For such a small town, they sure have a lot of history,” Ava complained. “And,” she added, “we have to be careful turning the pages. You realize this could literally take forever. I’ll never get married.”

	“Unless you marry a librarian,” Carol laughed.

	“Hah, like that would ever happen.”

	“I’m hoping,” Carol remarked as she gently flipped through the pages, “that this book has an index or table of contents. Aha! Found it!”

	Ava rolled her eyes. “The excitement is palatable.”

	“Yes, it is,” Carol said enthusiastically. “Look, here it is: William Scarlett Family, page forty-two. We’ll finally get a chance to see why everyone is being so weird here, and—”

	Ava’s mouth fell open. “Is that Ruby?” It was like looking into a mirror.

	The Scarlett family stood like columns on the steps of their house. Their faces serious, their attire elegant.

	“Yes, that’s Ruby Scarlett. The creepiness level just officially climbed a notch,” Carol whispered.

	A cold chill traveled up Ava’s spine. “She looks exactly like me.”

	“You mean,” Carol corrected, “you look exactly like her. She was born first. And…,” Carol traced her finger across the picture to Alice’s chest. “…there’s the necklace.”

	Ava couldn’t peel her eyes from Ruby’s. The resemblance was striking. Everything was similar, down to the way Ava carried herself.

	“The resemblance is uncanny,” Carol said in a hushed voice. “Now I realize why you’re so strange. You’re a zombie.”

	“Well….” Ava struggled for a comeback. “I guess when you’re as attractive as me, appearing in history just once isn’t enough.”

	“Or,” Carol concluded, pointing a gloved finger at the picture, “you’re a zombie.”

	“Think about that when you try to sleep tonight,” Ava warned.

	“It’s scary enough sleeping in the same room with you without adding that to the equation.”

	 “There’s one thing I don’t get….”

	Carol sighed and slowly pulled her eyes away from the book. “Yes?”

	“Why would Haylee’s nana be worried about me wearing the necklace? I mean, I can’t imagine too many people would be familiar with it. It’s not like everyone is going to be like, ‘Hey, isn’t that Alice Scarlett’s necklace?’”

	“Yeah,” Carol had to agree. “Maybe she’s worried about the older generation? Maybe their grandparents talked about it, or it was talked about in school back then?”

	“There could be a legend attached to it,” Ava suggested.

	“That would explain the jeweler’s interest.”

	“And the mysterious creepy man who seemed very interested,” Ava said, raising her eyebrows until they disappeared beneath her purple bangs.

	“Well, Mrs. Conner said this book will answer all of our questions. Let’s see if she’s right,” Carol suggested.

	“You read out loud, and I’ll disappear into my mind palace,” Ava said softly, closing her eyes. “It’s where I do my best thinking.”

	“Okay, weirdo.” Carol sighed and then began reading. “The Scarlett family moved to Maine in the late 1800s. According to Mrs. Wampler, the author, many of the townspeople believed that Alice was a witch because of her fascination with the living and the dead.”

	Ava’s eyes popped open. “Did you say living and the dead?”

	“Yeah,” said Carol, reading ahead, “but it’s not as sinister as it sounds. Alice and her daughter Ruby would take long walks at night and fill a canvas satchel with plants, herbs, and even the remains of animals.”

	Ava brushed her purple bangs from her forehead. “I don’t know, Carebear. Why did she go at night?”

	“Because she couldn’t go during the day. Alice suffered from a rare disease known as xeroderma pigmentosum. It makes the person extremely sensitive to ultraviolet rays from sunlight.”

	“So, I’m beginning to see the connection…extremely pale, can’t go into the sunlight. I can see how people could assume she was a witch.”

	“The author thinks she collected herbs and plants to try to find a cure. There are all kinds of detailed drawings of plants and recipes for herbal remedies.” Carol turned the page. There were more hand-drawn pictures of cells and then a very detailed illustration of the moon and constellations.

	“Did she draw those?” Ava whispered.

	“Yes.”

	“They’re amazing. What an incredible woman. It’s a shame they thought she was a witch.”

	“People don’t like what they don’t understand,” Carol explained. “You have to remember, in the 1800s, that type of behavior was frowned upon for women.” 

	“Yeah,” Ava agreed, shaking her head. “Remember Mr. Willoughby, our history teacher, said women didn’t even get the right to vote until 1920? More importantly,” she added, “women weren’t allowed to have credit cards until the 1970s unless their husbands cosigned for them. How the heck could they shop on Amazon?” 

	“I’m glad that’s what you got out of that lesson,” Carol remarked. “Ah, another reason she was rebuked by the townspeople is she publicly challenged the teachings of Reverend Hensley.”

	“That never ends well. I’ve seen enough documentaries and movies like Footloose, where the preacher in a small town made rock and roll and dancing illegal. The lesson is, if you challenge authority, someone’s going to pay.”

	Carol sighed. “Except in that movie, the preacher lost, and the town rallied around…. Never mind. So, in reality…,” Carol made air quotes. “…Reverend William Hensley declared that Alice Scarlett was an occultist and a witch. He wrote an editorial in the local paper, and after his public condemnation, the town of Tempest turned on her and her family.”

	“Geez, that’s horrible. Why didn’t she just move? Why would she want to live in a place where people hated her?”

	“I don’t know.” Carol shook her head and turned the page, revealing a beautiful portrait of Alice Scarlett. She stood in the foyer, the magnificent grandfather clock and winding stairwell directly behind her.

	Ava was immediately mesmerized by her eyes. Intelligent, mischievous, wise, and…what was that last feeling she was picking up on? Was it hope? Sadness? Alice’s hair swirled atop her head like a tempest, a complex series of twists and spirals. It reminded Ava of the churning sea, perhaps a reflection of the mysterious mind that lay beneath it.

	“Well, at least she doesn’t look like my mom,” Ava said, breaking the silence.

	Carol smiled and patted her hand. “No, she doesn’t,” she reassured Ava.

	“So, the townspeople thought she was a witch, probably treated her family horribly. Why didn’t they just leave?” Ava asked a second time.

	“Reading,” Carol called out, holding up her index finger. “Mrs. Wampler assumed that the Scarlett family was going to leave, but her husband William was still out at sea, and there was no way to get a message to him.”

	Carol read on. “This is interesting. He looks like he was some kind of Indiana Jones-type character. She describes him as part adventurer and part treasure-hunter.” Carol showed her a picture of a muscular man in a pair of leather and glass goggles that made him look like an insect. He wore long pants with a knife in his belt, weird gloves with claw-like fingertips, and a pair of what Carol guessed to be fins of some kind to help him swim, which were made of a metal frame and canvas strapped to his feet.

	“He looks…cool,” Ava said admiringly. “This family was so cool.”

	“While he was away at sea trying to locate a Spanish ship that had been sunk in the late 1700s, the townspeople showed up at her house. They kicked in her door, and Alice and Ruby were thrown into a horse-drawn carriage, never to be seen again.”

	“What about William?” Ava inquired. “What happened when he returned?”

	“No one knows what happened. According to the author, his boat was found washed ashore. The townspeople assumed he’d died at sea. The real mystery is what he did with all of the treasures he found. When the people raided their house, they found his charts and notes, but they never found the treasure.

	“It’s rumored that their housekeeper spied on the family for the church. According to local legend, Alice hid the whereabouts to the treasure in her necklace. She’d told Ellen Wallace that if anything happened to her to make sure her daughter got the necklace.” Carol frowned. “Someone they trusted turned out to be a spy. Seems like they were smart enough not to give her all of her secrets.”

	“Or maybe they did. Maybe Ellen Wallace found his treasure stash and disappeared, keeping it for herself,” Ava theorized.

	“Greed is a powerful force,” Carol nodded.

	“Geez, nothing but tragedy for that family. Horrible. This woman lost her home, her husband, maybe even her life because she was different.”

	“Look, here’s a picture of some of the stuff they took from Alice’s library.” The photograph revealed a stack of books, a microscope with dozens of drawings of cells and insects, a brass telescope, and a stack of handwritten papers.

	“It looks like she was a fascinating woman,” Ava said quietly, feeling a sudden kinship with Alice. Ava reached inside the collar of her shirt and removed the necklace, resting it on the tips of her fingers. “You know, Carebear, my mom said to give the necklace to the people that currently own the house—but it’s not really theirs.”

	A smile spread across Carol’s face. “You want to find out if there are any living descendants.”

	“I do,” Ava replied solemnly. “They deserve it, not a rental company.”

	Both girls were quiet for a moment, pondering their next move.

	“I think we’re done here.” Ava tucked the necklace beneath the neck of her hoodie. “I’ll go get Mary and let her know that we’re through with the book.”

	Carol pulled out her phone and took a picture of the Scarlett family and Alice’s portrait. Don’t worry, she thought, we’ll find you.

	A thin man with a thin scar that stretched from the corner of his mouth to his neck watched the girls from behind a stack of books as they exited the library. A thin smile spread across his face.

	“May I help you?” Mary asked the man.

	“No,” he said in a voice that sent chills through Mary’s veins as he watched the girls through the window. “I’m just looking.”
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The Spooky Invitation

	“So,” Carol clarified, “we know that some of the older townsfolk still believe that Alice Scarlett and her daughter were witches.”

	“Folklore dies hard,” Ava commented. “We learned that in the Amazon with the local tribes there.”

	The girls waited for a car to pass and then jogged across an oak-lined street, which took them to the busy sidewalk that headed into Tempest.

	“Yes. Even Haylee’s grandmother seemed pretty freaked out,” Carol said as they passed by the front of their café.

	“Well, according to the book, everyone thought the secret to her husband’s treasures was hidden in the necklace that vanished. Who knows how long people have been searching for it?”

	“Yep,” Carol agreed, “and then we, two out-of-towners show up, and suddenly have the missing necklace.”

	“I think that Haylee’s nana was just trying to keep us from being harassed by the locals.”

	“Yeah. What do you think about Mr. Lehmann, the jeweler? And the weird tall guy?” Carol added.

	“Obviously, he knows the history of the necklace. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on it. He probably thought the clue was still hidden inside the locket.”

	Carol gave her a doubtful look. “He checked out that necklace like crazy. If anything, he called that weird guy because he thinks we found what was inside.”

	“But there wasn’t anything inside,” Ava exclaimed. “We both looked. It was empty.”

	“Yeah, whatever was there, if there ever was anything in there, is long gone,” Carol said wistfully. “Unfortunately, we didn’t relay that information to Mr. Lehmann or Mister Creepy.”

	“We didn’t know until now.”

	“True,” Carol agreed. “We should go back to the house and fire up Google. The faster we can find the rightful heir to the necklace, the better.”

	“Sounds like a plan,” Ava smiled. She tilted her head back and inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with the cool air coming off the ocean. “I could live by the ocean. It’s so calming, and yet it makes you feel so alive, like everything’s okay.”

	“I get that,” Carol agreed. “Maybe when we’re older, we’ll get houses beside each other, and we can get a sailboat….”

	“You mean a yacht.”

	“A yacht,” Carol agreed. “And we can sail the open sea. The world will be ours to explore.” She threw her arms open wide and ran into the wind. A flock of seagulls scattered at Carol’s outburst, their cries sharp and piercing against the dull roiling of the waves as they crashed upon the shoreline.

	The girls climbed the crunchy driveway to their house, stopping at the front door. A piece of paper was wedged between the door and doorframe.

	“I’m guessing that’s not from your parents,” Carol deduced. “They would have called or texted.”

	Ava snatched the piece of paper from the door and unfolded it. “Whoever wrote this has nice penmanship.” Ava turned the paper so Carol could see.

	I know the secret behind the necklace. Meet me at the old graveyard behind Saint Andrews Church at 7:30. I’ll tell you everything.

	Ava knew no one was there, but she couldn’t help stealing a look over her shoulder. 

	Carol took the note from her and reread it aloud. Immediately the word trap sprang into her mind. She stared at the penmanship. “I don’t think an old person wrote this,” Carol determined. “Look how strong and perfect the handwriting is.”

	“We could go…,” Ava began, “but we need to make sure we have an out—otherwise known as a plan B.”

	“It could be a trap, Ava.”

	“It most likely is…. We’ll just have to outsmart whoever is behind it.”

	Carol nodded, her pulse already quickening with the expectation of a graveyard visit with the unknown.

	“At least, if we die,” Ava said reassuringly, “we won’t have to go far.”

	“Great,” Carol moaned.

	“Hello!” yelled Ava, as she twisted the doorknob and stepped into the foyer. “Hello!” she called out a little louder. “Guess no one’s home.” She shrugged.

	“I wonder if we should have Haylee go with us. Or, at least let her know that we’re going to the graveyard in case anything happens.”

	Ava made a face. “I don’t really want to get her involved if we don’t have to.”

	“Yeah, I guess so.”

	“I’m going to grab a bottle of water,” Ava announced. “I’ve got a slight headache. I’m most likely dehydrated.”

	“I’m proud of you,” Carol told her. “Way to be in touch with your body’s needs.”

	“I think it’s revolting against the tower of pancakes. I may never be the same again. I wonder if Haylee eats there every day.” 

	“I don’t know,” Carol said as she climbed the stairs to their room. “My dad said when he was young, he worked at Miller’s Bakery. You know, the one on Main Street?”

	“Yep, of course. Who doesn’t?”

	“So, anyway, his first day there, the owner told him he could eat as many cookies as he wanted.”

	“Really? That’s insane,” Ava gushed. “I would singlehandedly be the downfall of that man’s business, one chocolate chip cookie at a time.”

	“That’s what my dad thought. He said the first day he ate three dozen cookies.”

	“A man after my own heart,” Ava laughed. “So, what does this have to do with Haylee?”

	“I’m getting there,” Carol smiled. “So, my dad, he thinks he has it all figured out. He figures Mr. Miller has a few screws loose. I mean…,” Carol shook her head. “…unlimited free cookies. But by the end of the week, he was sick of them.”

	“Sick of cookies? That’s impossible. It’s in the Constitution. The right to bear cookies.”

	“Sooo, my point is, Haylee has probably grown up eating at the Ocean Crest Café, and she eats normal portions. She’s not tempted by scrumptious stacks of pancakes like we are.” 

	“You know what I like about you? No dawdling. When you tell a story, you always get right to the point.” A mischievous look came over Ava’s face. “We should get your dad a massive bag of cookies from Miller’s Bakery as a gag gift for Christmas.”

	“He would never forgive you,” Carol grinned, scrunching up her face.

	“It’s something I’m prepared to live with,” Ava smiled, kicking off her shoes. She climbed onto the bed and grabbed her laptop from the bedside table. She placed it across her legs, popped open the cover, and jabbed the dim screen button. 

	Carol used the front of her sneaker on the back of her other sneaker to pop off her shoe, then strategically wiggled her sock-footed toe to pull off the other one. She took a cautious glance out the glass doors, afraid the angry fisherman would be waiting to shout at her. She hurried around the bed and plopped down beside Ava, who was staring bleary-eyed at the Google search screen.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Gathering my thoughts, obviously.” Ava looked at her as if it was the most stupid question ever. 

	“Your gathering-your-thoughts look closely resembles your far-away daydreaming look,” Carol mumbled.

	“I’m trying to sort out the best way to track Alice Scarlett down before I begin aimlessly searching.”

	“You could start at the vital statistics website,” Carol suggested. “They usually have birth certificates, death certificates, marriage licenses.”

	“Hey, guys,” Ava’s mom chirped, softly tapping her knuckles on the doorframe while standing in the threshold. “What are you two up to?”

	“Holy crap, Mom.” Ava jumped, nearly sending the laptop flying. “I didn’t even hear you come up the stairs.”

	“Mom skills.” Mrs. Clarke winked.

	“How was your excursion with the fish guy?”

	“Interesting. Poor guy looked like he’d had a rough day. Some miscreant made him lose his dentures, so he was a bit hard to understand.”

	Carol slowly pressed her head into her pillow, willing herself to be invisible.

	“Did you hear that, Carol?” Ava asked loudly. “Some poor man lost his dentures.”

	Carol’s eyes narrowed as she shot daggers at Ava. “I heard,” she mumbled. “It’s horrible.”

	“Well, enough about my adventures.” Mrs. Clarke nodded toward the laptop. 

	“We’re trying to track down Alice Scarlett,” Carol explained. “She’s the original owner of this house and of the necklace.”

	Surprise filled Mrs. Clarke’s face. “How do you know that it’s her necklace?”

	“We did a little research at the local library. You know, left to our own devices, we are quite resourceful. Mary, the librarian,” Ava continued smugly, “located a book about Tempest in the reference section, and that’s where we found out about the necklace and Alice Scarlett.”

	“Wow. I must say, I’m impressed. Nice to see my journalistic genes are alive and well in my daughter. So, your plan is to locate a Scarlett heir and give the necklace to its rightful owner.”

	“Better than giving it to some real estate broker who’s just gonna sell it anyway.”

	Ava’s mom smiled. “That’s very honorable of you. What have you found so far?”

	“Nothing yet. We literally just got back from the library.”

	“Well, it shouldn’t be too hard to find the Scarlett family. It’s not a very common name.”

	“That’s what we’re hoping. The only problem is William Scarlett, the father. He was lost at sea, and Alice and Ruby, her daughter, were arrested for being witches and never seen again.”

	“Wait, when did all of this happen?”

	Ava nudged Carol. “Big brain, when did this happen?”

	“In the 1870s.”

	“Interesting that they would arrest her for being a witch. The Salem Witch Trials pretty much ended in the mid-1700s.”

	“Obviously, Tempest didn’t get the memo. You know the deal: small town, big problems,” Ava replied.

	“And why did they think she was a witch?”

	“Probably because she would collect herbs and plants and dead things at night.”

	“Okay,” nodded Mrs. Clarke. “That is a little odd.”

	“You would think so, but we think she was trying to find a cure for her disease. What was it called, Carol?”

	“Xeroderma pigmentosum. She couldn’t be in the sun, so she had to do everything at night,” Carol explained.

	“And, on top of that,” Ava added, “she got into a fight with the local minister, who then said she was a witch, and that was pretty much it for her. The townspeople kicked down her door and took her away in a caged stagecoach. That’s where her story ends.”

	“That’s really sad.” Mrs. Clarke’s brow furrowed. “Tracking her down could be somewhat difficult. You have no idea where they took her or what happened to her?”

	“Carol suggested that we search vital records.”

	“That’s a great idea. You may even want to try a website like Ancestry.com. The problem is, if they were accused of being witches, they may have changed their names.”

	“Yeah, we thought of that. But the ancestry website is a great tip. Thank you, Mom.”

	“You’re welcome.” She smiled as she ducked out of the doorway. “Let me know if you need me.”

	***

	Ava’s mom was right—the research was tedious. In three hours, they had discovered that there were no death certificates for the family. There were birth certificates, however. Alice Scarlett had been born Alice Watson, in Essex County in Massachusetts.

	Carol had suggested they look for deaths in Massachusetts under the name Alice Watson. The return results were daunting; there were 170 records.

	Ava pushed the laptop off her legs and stretched. “I need a break. Plus, I think the laptop melted a hole in my legs.”

	Carol slid off the bed and bent over, stretching her back. 

	“It’s five o’clock, and we have an appointment with a cemetery.”

	“That’s right,” Ava snapped. “We’ve got to figure out how we can sneak out without my parents knowing. I know! We can tie a bedsheet to the balcony and repel climb down the side of the house.”

	“And if your parents come to check on us?”

	“We tell them that we’re watching a movie and we don’t want to be disturbed.”

	“Okay, good idea. Very creative, however….”

	“Oh, great. Here comes the letdown,” said Ava, looking deflated.

	“We could simply ask your parents if we can go for a walk if we promise to be safe. We can throw in a few comments about how nice everyone is here and how friendly they are.”

	“Okay.” Ava nodded, seeing the wisdom in Carol’s boring idea. “So, we ask for permission and then we sucker-punch them with the friendliness and safety of the town.”

	“Sure,” Carol agreed, “and then we tell them we just want to take, you know, a safe walk.”

	“No,” Ava interjected. “A stroll. Nothing sounds safer than stroll. You never stroll into danger.”

	“Perfect,” Carol laughed. “Sonic fist bump.”

	“Sonic fist bump,” Ava grinned.
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Bring Your Own Shovel

	The October air was cool and crisp. A bright moon like a scoop of vanilla ice cream sat above the ocean. It was a perfect fall night for an adventure. Getting permission from Ava’s parents had been surprisingly easy. They simply told them they’d like to take a stroll through town. Ava had been right—the word stroll seemed to invoke calmness. She made a mental note to find similar words for other situations. That one was a game-changer. 

	Carol playfully thrust her arm through Ava’s as they followed the winding sidewalk that led from their house into town. People spilled out of cafés and shops onto the crowded sidewalks, hot cups of coffee and apple cider in their hands. Everyone seemed to be in a festive mood.

	The distinctive clip-clop of horse hooves echoed against the buildings, bringing both locals and tourists to a stop as two beautiful caramel-colored thoroughbreds pulled a long, wooden cart filled with excited children seated on bales of hay. They squealed with delight and waved as they passed by the onlookers.

	“So cool,” Ava chirped, waving to the passing children.

	The girls stopped by the Ocean Crest Café, pressed their faces to the door, and peeked inside. An older woman was working the hostess station. 

	“Haylee must be off tonight,” Carol observed.

	“She may just work breakfast and lunch,” Ava suggested.

	Carol gave a who knows? face as the girls continued walking along the busy sidewalk and past the storefronts until they came to the intersection of Shore and Beach Street. They turned right, heading toward the library.

	“According to Google, Saint Andrews Church is supposed to be behind the library.”

	“Yeah, I can just make out a weathervane at the top of a steeple.”

	Carol followed Ava’s line of sight. “Yep, I see it.”

	“I never thought about it, but churches must be big business for weathervane manufacturers. Like, I wonder if there’s a weathervane door-to-door salesman. Would you like the proud rooster model, or the mighty eagle, our bestseller?” Ava asked in a deep voice.

	Carol snorted, imagining a man proudly displaying his weathervane inventory. “You come up with the most random thoughts, but that is pretty funny.”

	Ava came to a sudden stop and looked around, like a lost child in a department store suddenly aware that their parents are missing. “How did it get so dark all of a sudden?”

	Just a minute ago, they’d been surrounded by people and music, and now they were surrounded by sweeping maples and towering oaks, engulfing them in shadows.

	“No streetlights,” Carol said, looking from side to side.

	“Wonderful. We go from a festive environment to the walking dead in less than a minute. I hope they at least have some lights at the graveyard.”

	“I doubt it. Who goes to a graveyard at night?”

	“Think about what you’re saying,” Ava said.

	“Well, this isn’t normal.”

	“You’ve got that right. Everything about this seems wrong.”

	“I agree, we’ll need to be alert. My guess is,” Carol offered, “that they wanted to meet where no one will see them.”

	“How about just send a note? Call us?”

	“I don’t know any more than you do. We’ll just have to find out.”

	The girls came to a stop in front of Saint Andrews Church. A lone spotlight illuminated an imposing marble statue of a bearded man dressed in flowing robes clutching a scroll to his chest.

	“Whoever he is,” Ava said, walking to the statue, “he really likes his scroll.”

	The church lay in darkness just beyond the statue. Carol described this type of architecture as cookie-cutter, a style used by churches around the world. A long, rectangular brick building, rows of evenly spaced stained-glass windows, a grandiose archway, and a steeple.

	“He’s Saint Andrews,” Carol said, reading the inscription at the base of the statue. “Hmm.” She nodded. “The church picked the right man for the job. He’s the patron saint for fishmongers and fishermen.”

	“Ah,” Ava smiled. “No wonder I find him so alluring. Get it?”

	“Unfortunately.” Carol smiled.

	“Instead of a scroll,” Ava observed, “he should have a fishing rod.”

	A piercing cry tore through the darkness, followed by a clicking, gurgling sound. Ava leaped into the arms of the saint, wishing now that his scroll was a sword. Another cry ripped through the darkness. Ava clutched the statue more tightly, her head twisting from side to side.

	“It’s a screech owl,” Carol replied calmly.

	“It sounded like someone was being brutally murdered.”

	“You can release the statue.”

	“Fine. He wasn’t very reassuring anyway. He has cold hands.”

	“We’ll bring him a mocha later,” Carol said, glancing at her phone. “We’ve got five minutes. We need to get a move-on.”

	Great, thought Ava. Let me just remove my heart from my throat and I’ll be right there.

	The girls cut through the church parking lot to a small turf of land that featured a sad seesaw, a rusty sliding board, and a couple of picnic tables.

	“What a happy place,” Ava remarked uneasily. “Enjoy a scenic picnic lunch in full view of our graveyard while your child gets tetanus on our slide of doom. I’m sorry, but this is giving me the creeps.”

	“We’ve made it this far,” Carol whispered.

	“Yeah, well, that’s a horrible argument. Doctor, you’re removing the wrong foot. Well, we came this far.”

	“Ava Clarke,” Carol teased, “are you afraid?”

	“No, of course not. I love meeting creepy people in graveyards. When I’m finally old enough to date, I’m going to insist on our first date being in the middle of a cemetery.”

	“B.Y.O.S.” Carol snickered.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ava asked.

	“Bring your own shovel.”
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Ambush!

	The entrance to the cemetery was blocked by a tall, black, wrought-iron gate, the iron bars twisted into the shape of a skeletal tree, its branches snaking outward.

	“That’s pleasant,” Carol whispered.

	“It looks locked,” Ava said quietly. “We should leave.”

	Carol grabbed her shoulder. “There’s a paper wedged between the gate bars.” Carol took a tentative step forward and grabbed the piece of paper.

	Follow the path to the statue of William King, first governor of Maine. Further instructions await you.

	Carol gave Ava a cautionary look. “Be alert. At the first sign of trouble, we scatter and meet back at the library.”

	Ava nodded and wearily pushed the gate open. “Never mind,” she whispered, “it’s unlocked.” 

	Carol flicked on her phone’s flashlight and shone it over the graveyard. Graves like teeth of all shapes and sizes jutted out of the pitch-black landscape. The girls’ hearts nearly exploded out of their chests when a gust of wind sent the gate clanging closed behind them.

	“I think I may need a change of pants,” Ava gasped.

	Carol exhaled loudly and placed her hand on her chest, trying to calm her heart. “You and me both.”

	“How the heck are we supposed to find the statue of—”

	“I’m guessing that’s him,” Carol whispered, pointing to a towering statue in the center of the cemetery.

	Ava nodded and softly called out, “Hello. Anyone here?” A crow cawed and flew just above their heads. It landed on a thick tree limb and watched them curiously.

	Ava hunched forward, narrowing her eyes, willing herself to be able to see better in the darkness. She took in a sharp breath. Were her eyes playing tricks on her, or did she see a shadow move from behind the statue?

	“Anyone here?” Carol called out, willing her voice to sound strong. “If you don’t show yourself, we’re out of here.”

	Ava stopped in her tracks. There was a slight rustle, and then suddenly someone or something slammed into her side. She fell backward, smashing her elbow onto a grave. A cluster of lights exploded behind her eyes. She heard a loud thwack, and then Carol’s muffled cry.

	Ava kicked out wildly at her attacker. An “Ugh,” followed by the sound of a body hitting the ground, let her know she’d hit her target. But before she could scramble to her feet, there was a bright flash like lightning, and then another.

	“Carol!” Ava screamed. “Are you all right?” Suddenly, the shadow was back, looming over Ava, tearing at the collar of her hoodie. She drew her knees up to her chest and kicked out furiously. The shadow deftly slipped past her blow. She scrambled backward, trying to get away from her attacker. He tore at her collar again. He’s after the necklace. His breath was coming in raspy gasps now. Ava could smell his putrid cologne mixed with sweat. Her hand felt along the ground. A rock! She sank back, drawing him close, and then swung with all of her might, hitting her attacker in the head with the rock.

	The man screamed, throwing his hand to his face. Ava lashed out with her foot, striking the man’s knee. He tripped and fell over a gravestone, landing heavily on his back.

	Carol’s attacker whirled just as Ava flung herself through the air, crashing into him. Carol rolled out of the way and jumped to her feet, pulling Ava out of the tangle of arms and legs.

	“Come on,” Carol gasped. She turned and raced toward the gate. She could hear Ava’s feet pounding behind her. She slammed into the gate, but it didn’t budge. “It’s locked!” Carol cried out.

	“It must have locked when the wind slammed it shut,” Ava rasped.

	Carol yanked on the gate once again, to no avail.

	Ava spun around. She could hear the heavy pounding of footsteps coming their way. “Climb!” Ava yelled.

	Carol leaped, grabbing the top of the iron fence. She pulled her torso upward as her feet kicked at the iron bars. A figure dressed entirely in black zeroed in on Ava and grabbed her leg, trying to pull her off the fence.

	Ava lashed out. The heel of her shoe caught the man square in the face. But he didn’t let go. He yanked hard on Ava’s leg, causing her chest to crash onto the top of the fence, knocking the wind out of her. 

	Carol dropped to the other side and raced over to where Ava was struggling. She leaped up and grabbed Ava’s arms, and with a mighty heave, pulled her up and over the fence. Ava landed, crashing heavily onto Carol. She rolled onto the cold grass, gasping for air.

	“He’s got my shoe,” Ava wheezed as she climbed to her feet.

	“It’s okay,” Carol said, hurrying her along. “Criminals love your shoes.”

	The girls raced away into the darkness. Their attacker stood at the gate, shaking it violently.

	“I wonder why he’s not chasing us,” Carol said, risking a glance over her shoulder.

	“Maybe because I have these,” Ava smiled, holding up a set of keys.
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Here We Go Again

	Carol had no idea how bad they looked until they stepped into the light and saw their reflection in a store window. Ava’s hair looked like a squirrel’s nest, filled with twigs and leaves, and Carol’s ponytail was now a tangled mess. Both girls were covered in dirt, and the neck of Ava’s hoodie was stretched halfway down her chest. 

	Ava looked down at her filthy retro Hello Kitty sock. “How the heck am I gonna explain this one to my parents? We look like cage fighters.”

	Carol winced. “How about we say we went on a haunted hayride and you lost a shoe?”

	“Yeah,” Ava smirked. “Because that always happens. I see a lot of shoeless kids getting off those rides.”

	“I don’t know. We always come up with something,” Carol replied as she pulled a hair tie off her wrist and retied her ponytail.

	Ava did her best to finger-comb her hair and make herself look somewhat presentable.

	“Hey,” a familiar voice called out. “Are you guys okay?” Haylee’s eyes grew big as she came closer. “Ava, your mouth is bleeding, and your neck is all red.”

	She turned to Carol, her eyes traveling from her feet to her head. “What happened?”

	Ava looked at Carol, who nodded and then stared back at Haylee. “We went for a casual stroll in the cemetery, and we were attacked.”

	“Attacked! Attacked by what?”

	Interesting choice of words, thought Carol. “Two very angry men.”

	“We’re guessing they were after the necklace,” Ava explained. “Thus my new scoop-neck hoodie fashion statement.” She smiled, motioning to the stretched-out fabric around her neck.

	“We should call the police!” Haylee exclaimed. “You could have been killed! Come on.” She gestured for them to follow her. “We can call from the café.”

	“Whoa. We don’t need to call the police,” Ava insisted. “I mean, not until we’ve got enough evidence ourselves to take these guys down.”

	“What?” Haylee’s eyes filled with disbelief. “What do you mean, take these guys down?”

	“It’s kind of what we do.” Carol whipped out her phone and showed her the Livingston local news segment featuring Ava and Carol’s sleuthing skills.

	“You guys are famous,” Haylee gasped.

	“Well,” Ava exclaimed, flicking a leaf from her hair, “we have solved crimes across the globe.” She made a fist and blew across her knuckles.

	“You’re missing a shoe,” Haylee pointed out.

	“That’s when you know it’s a good case,” Ava explained, leaving Haylee all the more confused.

	“Seriously, though, shouldn’t we call the police? They’re going to want to know if there are dangerous criminals attacking people.”

	“They’re not attacking random people,” Carol assured her. “They’re only attacking us, and that’s because they’re after one thing.”

	Haylee looked at Ava’s stretched-out hoodie. “The necklace,” she said softly. “They didn’t get it, did they?” A tone of worry filled Haylee’s voice.

	“No, it’s safe,” Ava said, patting her hoodie.

	“Maybe my nana was right, and you shouldn’t wear it.”

	“Yeah,” Ava nodded. “We’ll figure out something.”

	“Why do you think they’re after the necklace?”

	“A couple reasons,” Carol chimed in. “It’s most likely worth a lot of money, and secondly, you remember the book your nana had us read?”

	“Yeah.” Haylee cringed, worried that she and her nana had somehow been responsible for what happened to her friends.

	“Well, according to the author, the necklace held the clues to where her husband’s gold was hidden,” Carol explained, seeing the confusion on Haylee’s face.

	“Did you ever see Raiders of the Lost Ark?” Ava asked.

	Haylee’s eyes lit up, and she nodded. “Love that movie.”

	“Well, William Scarlett was like Indiana Jones. He was a treasure hunter. From what I read, he mostly searched sunken ships. The legend is that he hid his fortune somewhere, and only he and his wife knew where.”

	“Did you find the clue? Was it in the necklace?” Haylee asked.

	“No.” Carol shook her head. “The locket was empty when we found it.”

	“Oh. So, someone may have already found the clues and the treasure.”

	Ava nodded. “If there had been anything there, the jeweler would have found it.”

	“Unless,” Carol proposed, “the jeweler thinks that we found the clue and we have it.”

	“Yeah,” Ava said excitedly. “They thought that if they had us alone, they could steal the necklace and scare us into answering any questions they had.”

	“Except,” smiled Carol, “they bit off more than they could chew.”

	“Guys,” Haylee said, noticing the weird looks they were getting, “how about we go to the café? I’ll grab us some mochas, and you can get washed up in the employees’ area.”

	Carol glanced at her reflection again in Amy’s Cards’ storefront window. “Yeah,” she smiled. “Good idea.”

	 


13
Seaside Surf Shop

	Ava, Carol, and Haylee sat around a circular table in the employees’ breakroom. Haylee had fixed hot mocha for the girls and brought them each a cinnamon bun. Ava had never really liked the gooey concoction, but as soon as the cinnamony dough hit her lips, she devoured it.

	“This is so good,” Ava exclaimed, licking her lips.

	“Nana’s own recipe!” Haylee smiled. “Matter of fact, most of the food on the menu are her recipes.”

	“She should write a cookbook,” Carol sighed, wiping her mouth off with her sleeve.

	“So,” Haylee laughed, sliding a stack of napkins to Carol, “do you have any idea who attacked you? Any clues?”

	Ava glanced at Carol, who gave her a surreptitious nod. “We think that it’s the creepy man who was in the jewelry store and his accomplice.”

	“Creepy man?” Haylee asked, shifting uncomfortably in her seat.

	“After Mr. Lehmann authenticated the necklace, we think that he made a call—because just a few minutes later, this mysterious guy came into the store. We both noticed that Mr. Lehmann went out of his way to show the man the necklace.”

	“And, I hadn’t thought about it till now, but he also tried to find out where we were staying,” added Ava.

	“So, they attacked you to get the necklace and the clues—and you know who you think it might be, but you don’t know who it is.”

	“What?” Ava asked, thoroughly confused.

	“She’s saying that we think it’s the creepy guy from the jewelry store, but we don’t actually know who he is,” Carol explained.

	“Okay…actually, we may have a way to find out who our mystery man is.” Ava dropped a set of keys onto the table. “My guess is this is the key to the graveyard.” She pointed to a long, thin key. “And this one goes to his car.”

	“How the heck did you get his keys?” Haylee asked.

	“He dropped them during our fight, and I grabbed them.”

	“Gutsy.” Haylee nodded. “Um, that one definitely goes to a post office box,” Haylee pointed out. “My nana has one just like it.”

	A huge smile played across Ava’s face. “If we find his post office box, there might be some mail in it.”

	“Then we’d know who he is,” Carol nodded. “Except,” she pointed out, “there’s no number on it.”

	“We’ll just try them all,” Haylee suggested. “It’s a tiny post office and it probably only has about forty boxes.” Then she added, “It’s probably going to be empty this time of night.”

	“Then what are we waiting for?” Carol asked.

	“Wait,” said Ava. “There’s one problem.” She sighed, holding up her foot.

	“Oh, yeah.” Haylee tilted her head to the side, thinking. “Got it. Seaside Surf Shop has boat shoes and crocs. Will that work?”

	“Right now, I’d wear fuzzy bedroom slippers,” Ava smiled.

	“All right, I’ll take these dishes to the kitchen…,” Haylee said, stacking the plates. “…and meet you guys at the surf shop.”

	“Where is the…?” started Ava.

	“My bad. Take a left when you leave. It’s…,” Haylee stared at the ceiling for a moment, “…five stores down. You can’t miss it. There’s a dude crushing a wave in the window display.”

	“Next week they should have a day-the-wave-struck-back window display with a broken board and a pair of swim shorts floating in the water,” Ava suggested.

	“You two are a laugh a minute.”

	“We’ll see who’s laughing when you see my new shoes. I’m thinking of purple with a splash of glitter.”

	“She does know it’s a surf shop, right?” Haylee asked Carol.

	“Don’t worry, Ava can always find brightness even in the darkest of circumstances. She is a fashion ninja.”

	As if on cue, Ava pressed the cymbal app on her phone. Pshhhh!
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Tempest Post Office Clues

	“Those are, um, lovely,” Haylee snickered when she caught up with Ava and Carol outside Seaside Surf Shop.

	“Tombstone gray or mucous yellow,” Ava moaned. “It’s all they had in my size.”

	“She may need a few moments to mourn,” warned Carol.

	“They’re dulling the luster of my hair. It looks like someone threw up on my feet, and it hardened…into this.” She raised a mucous-yellow croc.

	“Are you supposed to wear socks with those?”

	“I’m not sure,” said Carol, as she folded her arms across her chest. “I’m just enjoying watching her suffer.”

	“What’s she doing now?” Haylee asked curiously.

	“Adding some sparkly fishing lures to her shoes.” 

	“Fashion is perception,” said Ava, standing.

	“Your glitter minnows are stunning,” Haylee complimented.

	“At least someone can appreciate my raw genius. Onward!” Ava thrust her finger into the air and began marching down the sidewalk.

	“Um, Ava?” Haylee called out. “The post office is this way.”

	Ava stopped, tightened her lips, and nodded. “Fashion goddess, yes. Directions, not so much.”

	***

	Haylee wasn’t kidding when she said the post office was small. The sign outside that read “Tempest Post Office—Founded 1932” took up one-fourth of the building.

	Two glass doors led into a narrow hallway. To their right stood rows of post office boxes; to their left, a small workstation filled with envelopes and little pens that were chained to the table. A trashcan and a recycling bin sat like robust circular guardians on either side of the workstation. A locked glass door to their right led to a tall desk, where people could ship their packages or buy stamps.

	“All right.” Ava fished around in her pocket for a moment. “I’ll start going through all of the post office boxes. You guys watch the front door. If you see anyone, just act like you’re filling out an envelope.”

	“Got it,” Carol replied, making her way to the front door.

	“What’s the plan once you find out who the person is?” Haylee asked Carol.

	“Honestly,” Carol hesitated, “I don’t know yet. I would love to know how this guy is tied to the jeweler, and just what it is he thinks he’s going to find.”

	“He thinks you found the clues and wants the necklace.”

	“But like I said, when we found it, the clasp was open. There was nothing.” Carol’s eyes grew wide. “When we found the necklace, the locket was open. What if the clue fell out, and it’s still in the bottom of the vent?”

	“Got it!” Ava called out excitedly. Carol and Haylee dashed over as she opened the box. She reached in and removed an official-looking envelope. “It’s addressed to Weston Brookes.” Ava held the envelope up to the light. “It’s some kind of bill or something, from the Tempest Yacht Club.”

	“It is,” Haylee nodded. “It’s either for membership dues or he has a boat and those are his dock fees. A lot of my friends’ parents belong to the club.”

	“They might even know him,” Ava suggested.

	“Anything else in there?” Carol asked.

	“A…Birds & Blooms magazine, for the avid backyard explorer.” Ava held out the magazine, which featured a towering hummingbird feeder on the cover. “In this issue, ‘A Hummingbird Feeder That Looks Like a Ferris Wheel,’ and ‘How to Plant a Butterfly Garden in Your Backyard.’”

	“Unexpected,” Carol said. “But sure.” She shrugged. “So, we have a man that likes yachts, nature, and attacking people.”

	“And probably quiet walks along the ocean at sunset,” Ava added.

	“I’m sure it all fits together somehow,” Carol offered. “The pieces just aren’t coming together yet.”

	“I think we should leave his mail in his PO box. That way he won’t suspect anything,” Haylee suggested.

	“Good idea,” said Carol. “Now you’re thinking like a sleuth.”

	Haylee’s face broke into a huge smile.

	Carol grabbed her phone and took a picture of the post office box and then the envelope from the yacht club. “We like to document everything,” Carol explained.

	Ava’s phone buzzed as Carol was finishing up. “It’s Mom,” she said, glancing up from the screen. “She’s wondering where we are.”

	Haylee’s face turned pale. “I didn’t realize it was so late.”

	“I’m going to tell her we’re in the arctic tagging penguins,” Ava decided.

	Haylee turned to Carol. “She’s kidding, right?”

	Ava’s thumbs flew over the virtual keyboard. “How do you spell penguins?” she teased. Ava looked up and saw the worried look on Haylee’s face. “I’m just teasing,” she reassured. “I told my mom we were walking you home—you know, the whole safety in numbers thing—and that we’d be home shortly.”

	“Well, actually, that’s the truth.” Haylee smiled. “I live with my nana in the apartment over the café. We have to walk past it to get to your house.”

	The girls made their way to the front door and stepped out into the crisp October air. In the distance, the mournful bellow of a ship’s horn filled the night. 

	“Tempest reminds me of Livingston. It’s a small town, similar to this one,” said Ava.

	“I love it here. I used to live in Portsmouth, but after my parents passed away in a car wreck….” Haylee grew silent for a moment.

	“I’m sorry,” Carol whispered, trying to fill the awkward silence.

	“It’s okay. It happened when I was nine. I still miss them dearly.”

	Ava faltered. Her brain wasn’t wired to say the right thing at the right time. So, instead, she put her arm around Haylee’s.

	“I moved in with my nana, and well, it’s just been us two for the past four years. I still catch myself talking about my parents like they’re still here.”

	“It must be hard,” Carol fought for the right words. She couldn’t imagine losing her parents. “If you ever need to just talk….” Carol gave her a caring smile. 

	A salty breeze blew across the water. The boat’s horn called out again, filling the night air. The girls walked in silence until they reached the door of the café.

	“Thank you for making me a part of your team.” Haylee smiled. “I haven’t felt this much a part of anything for…well, for a long time.”

	Carol gave her a quick hug. “You’re a natural,” she reassured Haylee. “You may have given us the clues to figure out who Weston Brookes is.”

	Haylee brushed her blonde hair from her face, slipping it behind her ear. “Thank you,” she beamed. “Are you coming for breakfast tomorrow?” she asked as she slid the key into the door lock.

	“We wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Ava grinned.

	“See you tomorrow, then.” Haylee waved.

	“See you tomorrow,” Ava and Carol chorused.
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Intruder

	“Haylee’s so nice. I wonder if she has many friends,” mused Ava.

	“Don’t know.” Carol shrugged. “I think she works a lot.”

	“Must be tough losing your parents that young. I can’t imagine.” Ava’s mind flooded with the love she felt for her mom and dad. Her heart surged.

	“Well, all we can do is be the best friends possible,” said Carol.

	Ava didn’t answer. She’d wanted to say the right thing to Haylee, but what were the right words? She glanced over at Carol and realized she’d been talking.

	“I’m sorry,” Ava interrupted. “My mind was elsewhere. What were you saying?”

	“Oh, I was saying that I told Haylee that when we found the necklace, the locket was open, and that if there was a clue in there, it was long gone. But then, I thought, if it fell into the vent—”

	“It would have popped open,” Ava said excitedly, “and the clue fell out!”

	“Which would mean that it’s still in the vent.”

	Ava’s mind began to race. “We’ve got to figure a way to search the bottom.”

	“What are we going to tell your parents about your shoes?” asked Carol as they walked up the driveway to their house.

	Ava looked down at her crocs, the silver fishing lures glittering from the glow of the porch light. “I’ll tell them it’s a gift from Haylee. It’s a local Tempest fashion trend.”

	“Good luck with that,” Carol sighed.

	Ava slipped inside, hoping to make it to her room before her parents saw her, but her mom just happened to be passing by the front door on her way to the kitchen.

	“Well, look what the cat drug in,” she winked. “What have—and what on earth do you have on your feet?”

	“A gift,” Ava responded.

	“A gift? Obviously, someone doesn’t like you very much.”

	“It’s kind of a Tempest small-town fashion thing. Haylee gave them to me.”

	“You sure she wasn’t cleaning out her closet, and you were an easy target? And are those glittery fishing lures?” Her mom bent at the waist, examining Ava’s feet.

	“It’s a fishing village, and what’s more convenient than having your lure with you wherever you go? You never know when the salmon are going to be running.”

	Ava’s mom was about to ask another question when a beep, beep, beep came from the kitchen.

	“Fire alarm!” Ava exclaimed. “You better run!”

	Ava’s mom rolled her eyes. “Chocolate-chip cookies are ready,” she said, hurrying off to the kitchen. “Dad’s in the living room waiting for you. He’s got Monopoly set up and ready to go!”

	“Monopoly?” Ava’s head dropped to her chest. “That game takes hours.”

	“Well,” said her mom, returning with a plate of hot cookies, “you can be the shoe.” She smiled, arching an eyebrow.

	Carol snickered. “The irony runs deep with this one,” she whispered to Ava.

	“Now, move it!” Mrs. Clarke gestured with the plate of cookies. “The boardwalk awaits.”

	Ava surrendered and made her way to the living room. The search for the clue in the vent would have to wait.

	It was almost midnight when Mrs. Clarke was declared the winner. She took a victory lap around Ava, who lay comatose on the floor after polishing off six cookies and two cups of hot cocoa.

	“The carpet smells like old-man deodorant and stale coffee,” said Ava, her voice muffled by the rug.

	“How would you know what old-man deodorant smells like?” asked Mrs. Clarke as she helped box up the Monopoly set.

	“Santa. Every time you made me sit in his lap for a picture. He smelled like stale coffee and old-man deodorant. This carpet…brings back those memories.” She sniffed again. “I also detect a hint of curry.”

	“Splendid,” laughed her father. “Your olfactory system is working perfectly. We’ll all be able to rest peacefully tonight.” 

	“Speaking of resting peacefully….” Ava yawned. “Did I ever tell you the joke about the graveyard?”

	Carol looked bleary-eyed at Ava’s parents and shook her head.

	“No,” smiled Mr. Clarke, clearly happy that his daughter shared his quirky sense of humor.

	“Excellent. Why do they build fences around graveyards?”

	“To keep people out?” Mrs. Clarke guessed.

	“Because people are dying to get in there!” Ava laughed. “You get it? Because they’re dead, so they belong in a graveyard.”

	A chorus of groans filled the room, to Ava’s delight.

	“With that…,” she stood and bowed, “…I bid you adieu.”

	“That’s my girl,” Mr. Clarke said proudly, clapping.

	“The secret to comedy,” Ava said to Carol, who was currently pushing her up the stairs to their bedroom. “Is you always leave them wanting more.”

	Carol rolled her eyes. It was going to be a long night.

	***

	Ava closed their bedroom door and turned to Carol. “We lost our whole night,” she moaned.

	“We’re fine,” Carol replied. She grabbed the screwdriver off the chest of drawers on the way to the bathroom. “It’s just a minor setback.” 

	“We should just put the screwdriver in the toothbrush holder,” suggested Ava. “We use it every day.”

	“No kidding,” Carol laughed. She knelt over the vent cover, removed the screws once again, and pried it open.

	Ava flicked on the flashlight on her phone and held it, so it illuminated the ventilation shaft. “There’s so much dust and debris down there….” 

	“Aves, grab the tape measurer. I want to try something.”

	Seconds later, Ava returned with the tool. “If it’s a piece of paper, you’re not going to be able to hook it like you did the necklace.”

	Carol extended the tape measurer and scraped it along the bottom of the vent. “Right now, I’m just trying to see if there’s anything down there.”

	“Dust, and more dust,” Ava replied. She rocked back and sat on her heels. “I have a crazy idea, but it might work.”

	“All right,” Carol said hopefully. “I’m not seeing anything, so I’ll take crazy.”

	“What if we try a vacuum cleaner? I saw one in the hall closet. We just lower the hose and let her rip.”

	“I like your kind of crazy,” Carol nodded. “Let’s do it.”

	A gentle knocking at the girl’s door interrupted them. Ava’s mother cracked the door open and peeked in. “Girls, it’s time for bed.”

	Ava stepped out of the bathroom, a toothbrush in her hand. “We were just brushing our teeth and getting ready.”

	“Okay.” Her mom smiled. “Lights out in five.”

	“You got it! Good night, Mom!”

	Carol leaned out the bathroom door, gripping the doorframe. “Good night, Mrs. Clarke. I hope you sleep well.”

	“Good night, Carol. You too.”

	“Delayed,” Ava sighed. “I’m really not one for patience.”

	“Yeah, our vacuum plan will have to wait until morning.”

	“I wonder how many other great detectives were foiled by their parents?”

	“I’m quite sure we’re the only ones,” Carol winked.

	“I never thought there would come a time when I would say, ‘I can’t wait to vacuum.’”

	“No kidding,” said Carol, turning off the light.

	***

	It had taken Ava hours to fall asleep. Her mind was an endless loop of the events of the night, the attack at the cemetery, meeting up with Haylee, the post office box. She kept seeing the narrow face of the thin man dressed all in black. Ava twisted in her sleep as the thin man morphed into a black bird, a raven pecking and clawing at her window, dragging its beak across the pane. Scrape. Scrape. She opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. For a brief second, she panicked. Where am I? Oh, yeah, Tempest.

	Carol stirred and then propped herself up on her elbows. She looked over at Ava, who was now wide-awake, staring at the double doors.

	“You heard it too?” whispered Ava breathlessly.

	Carol nodded, her eyes glued to the dark figure moving like a wraith on their deck. The shadow lowered, crouching in front of their door. A faint metallic scraping sound teased its way through the darkness, but to Ava, each scrape sounded like fingernails on a chalkboard.

	“He’s picking the lock,” Ava whispered, sliding out of the bed. She grabbed her two pillows and aligned them end to end, so it looked like she was still in bed. Carol leaped out quietly and did the same.

	“Grab a weapon,” Carol whispered. “We’ll catch whoever it is by surprise.”

	Ava scurried off to the bathroom and unscrewed the lid off her mouthwash. She crept back over to Carol, who was holding her bassoon like a baseball bat. “As soon as he opens the door and steps in, I’ll throw this in his eyes. You whack him!”

	Carol nodded and sucked in a deep breath. They’d taken on kidnappers, smugglers…. Her fingers circled around the bassoon and tightened. She was ready for this!

	A sliver of light, and then a gloved hand snaked through the doorway. Ava thought about slamming it shut on his wrist, but she waited. Patience….

	The man opened the door a couple of inches more and waited silently.

	He’s listening, thought Carol. She could smell the fresh salty air, hear the waves in the distance crashing on the shore.

	The shadowy figure slowly pushed the door open a little more.

	Ava’s hands shook, making the mouthwash slop precariously in the cup. This guy certainly gets an “A” for patience.

	Finally, the tall black shadow maneuvered ever so stealthily into the room. He paused for a long moment, staring at the bed.

	Ava finally got a good look at the man. He was well over six feet, his face hidden in the dark recesses of a black hoodie. He wore black sweatpants and sneakers with the toes individually separated. The man reached inside his pocket and removed a small glass cylinder and a handkerchief.

	Carol maneuvered from behind a chair until she could see Ava better. The man’s back was turned toward her. What’s Ava waiting for? her mind yelled.

	Ava shifted her weight, waiting for the right moment. 

	The man struggled with the stopper on the cylinder. He removed one of his gloves and began pulling at the rubber top with his teeth.

	“Now!” hissed Ava. She jumped from behind the chest of drawers and flung the cup of mouthwash into the man’s eyes. 

	The effect was instantaneous. The man cried out, clawing at his face. Carol’s bassoon whistled through the air, catching the man in the jaw. She cocked back again and slammed it into his shins.

	The man groaned and fell backward through the doorway onto the deck, crashing into the railing. He tried to scramble over, but Ava and Carol rushed him, grabbing him by the arms. He howled as he face-planted onto the floor.

	Ava jumped on his back, wrapping her legs around his waist, while Carol towered over him, clutching her bassoon. “Gotcha.”

	The man tried to whip Ava off his back, but Carol raised the bassoon over her head. “One more move out of you, mister, and it’s lights out.”

	“Ava! Carol!” Mr. Clarke shouted as he raced up the stairs. “Everything okay?”

	In the sudden instance of distraction, the man twisted hard, rolling and pinning Ava beneath him. She groaned under the man’s weight. He leaped to his feet and whipped an elbow at Carol’s face. She ducked as the blow whistled over her head. She faked with the bassoon to his face, and just as the man’s hands flew up, she thrust the bassoon like a harpoon into the man’s solar plexus.

	“Ava!” Mr. Clarke’s voice rang out. 

	The man panicked and raced to the balcony. He leaped over the edge, hung by his fingertips for a moment, and then dropped onto their car. He rolled to the ground and took off half-running, half-limping down the street.

	Ava’s mom and dad burst into the room, their eyes filled with worry. “What’s going on?!” her dad cried. He rushed past Ava and ran out onto the balcony, his head whipping back and forth.

	“We heard screaming,” her mom added.

	“It’s okay, Mom,” Ava reassured her. She fought to keep her voice from shaking. “Just a couple local teenagers trying to scare us.”

	“What do you mean, trying to scare you?” asked her father hotly, coming back into the room. “You can’t have boys climbing up on your balcony in the middle of the night. What were they thinking?”

	“I know. It’s not like we asked them to. They’re just being teenage boys.” Ava made a face like it was no big deal, trying to calm her parents.

	“We heard someone scream,” Ava’s mom began again.

	“It wasn’t us,” Ava insisted. “Let’s just say Carol may or may not have bassooned one of the boys across the shins.” Ava caught the tiniest flicker of a smile tug at the corner of her father’s mouth.

	“I don’t think they’re coming back,” Carol said. She tapped the end of her bassoon against the palm of her hand.

	“Do you think we should call the police?” Mrs. Clarke asked.

	“No, please don’t, Mom,” Ava begged. “This is a small town. I don’t want to be known as the family that had the police come on their first visit. Plus, those kids are probably long gone by now.”

	“All right. But if they come back….” Mrs. Clarke crossed her arms over her chest, a motion Ava recognized as meaning, There will be no further discussion of this topic. “…I’m going to call the police. Understood?”

	Mr. Clarke nodded. “This is a rental property. We can’t have it or our car vandalized.”

	“Okay,” Ava nodded. “If they come back, we’ll let you know immediately.”

	“All right,” nodded Ava’s dad. “Get some sleep. Carol, I’ll be contacting baseball scouts tomorrow. Looks like you might be heading for the pros.”

	 


16
Good Night, Sleep Tight

	“Do you think it was the same guy from the cemetery? Are you even listening to me?” Carol whispered.

	“Yes, and yes,” said Ava from beneath the bed.

	“What are you doing anyway?”

	“This,” Ava answered, pushing herself to her feet. She held a tiny glass vial with a tissue.

	“What is that?” Carol shuddered.

	Ava held the glass cylinder to her nose and breathed in. The sickeningly sweet smell made her gag. She looked up at Carol, her eyes wide. “I think this is chloroform.”

	“Chloroform!” Carol whispered loudly.

	Ava put her finger to her lips.

	“Like, the stuff that knocks you out?” Carol shivered. “That’s creepy beyond words. So, do you think it was the same guy from the cemetery?”

	“Don’t know, but whoever he is, he’s extremely sloppy. He touched the vile without his gloves, so we have his fingerprints,” Ava replied.

	“And how does he know that we wouldn’t go to the police?”

	Ava shrugged. “Maybe he’s been watching, and we haven’t gone to the police yet…I mean we were attacked in the graveyard.”

	“He could be watching right now.” Carol eyed the double doors.

	“I doubt it. My guess is he is far, far away. He may be sloppy, but I don’t think he’s stupid.”

	“Yeah.” Carol stretched and glanced at her phone. “It’s four in the morning,” she moaned, then padded over to the doors and checked the bolt lock for the third time. 

	“Get in bed,” said Ava, pulling the covers up.

	Carol flicked off the lights and climbed into bed. “I hope we can sleep.”

	“Me too. But if you can’t,” Ava said sinisterly, “I’ve got a little vial that can help.”

	Carol shuddered into her pillow. “Good night, Aves.”

	“Good night, Carebear,” Ava replied hauntingly.

	 

	
17
A New Clue

	Ava brushed her teeth and then crept down the steps, while Carol dug through her clothes looking for an outfit to wear. Ava came to a stop at the bottom step and waited, listening for her parents. She could hear their voices in the kitchen and the clanking of dishes. Ava stepped quietly to the floor and then froze. The grandfather clock at the base of the stairs began clanging loudly.

	“Quiet!” Ava hissed.

	She hurried down the hallway, opened the closet door, grabbed a red and white vacuum, closed the door, and then raced up the stairs into their room.

	An excited grin filled Carol’s face when she saw the vacuum.

	“For real, I’m not sure what our lives have come to,” Ava commented. “I had to sneak down to grab a vacuum…and then you just eyed it like it was a pony.”

	“It’s not the vacuum, it’s the potential that it brings. The smile you see on my face is potential.”

	“More like desperation, with a hint of creepiness.”

	“Says the girl sneaking around with a vacuum.” Carol nodded, cocked an eyebrow, and then disappeared into the bathroom.

	Ava looked at the vacuum hanging from her hand and smiled kindly. “Don’t let what she said get to you. She treats all appliances like that.”

	“I was just thinking,” said Carol, poking her head out of the bathroom, “we should check the vacuum cleaner bag to see if it’s full or not. I for one don’t want to search through—”

	“Say no more,” said Ava, popping open the lid. She prodded the bag with her finger. “It’s pretty full.”

	“All right, we’ll need one of your socks.”

	“Why my sock?”

	“Because I thought of it, and besides, it’s in the name of science. Hardly a sacrifice when you look at it that way.”

	Ava released a drawn-out, tragic sigh. She rifled through her drawer and finally selected a super-sized athletic sock with two orange rings around the top. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered, “but it’s for the cause.”

	“I’ll write a tribute to your sock later. We’ve got to hurry before we have to leave for breakfast.”

	Ava tugged the bag out of the vacuum and coughed when a plume of dust enveloped her head. “That’s rough,” she said, fanning the particulates away with her hand. 

	She placed her sock where the bag had been and used a hair tie to secure it in place. She snapped the lid shut and lugged it to the doorway and plugged it into the outlet by the door. Carol maneuvered the vacuum closer to the vent, and then slowly lowered the hose into the opening.

	Ava pressed the power switch. The noise was deafening and made worse by Carol wiggling the hose around the ventilation shaft.

	“Try to be a little louder,” Ava moaned. “I don’t think our neighbors can hear you.”

	Carol rolled her eyes. “All right.” She nodded at the vacuum and removed the hose.

	Ava cut the power and lugged it back into the room as the engine whirred down. “You know, it says something that my parents haven’t come rushing up the stairs, wondering if we’re tearing down the house.”

	“No kidding,” Carol agreed. She knelt in front of the vacuum and popped the lid. “Great job with the sock,” she said, admiring Ava’s handiwork.

	“Just a second.” Ava grabbed a towel out of the bathroom and spread it on the floor. “Dump it out on this.”

	“Good idea.” Carol shook the sock, filling the air with a cloud of dust.

	“Look!” said Ava excitedly. “An old penny!”

	“Keep that. It might be worth something.”

	Ava continued to gently rub her fingers through the mountain of dust bunnies. “A button. A…ew, is that a tooth? Gross,” Ava whispered, dropping it.

	Carol shook the sock once again, her face filled with disappointment. “I thought for sure we’d find something.”

	“Yeah, me too,” Ava replied. She stared at the grayish dust now spread out in a huge circle across the towel. “Problem is, we don’t even know if there was anything in the locket—or if there was, it could have slid further down the ventilation system.”

	“All right.” Carol climbed to her feet. “I guess we should get this mess cleaned up.”

	Ava nodded. “I’ll shake the towel outside and throw it in the washing machine.”

	“You may want to beat this on the railing too,” Carol said, turning Ava’s sock inside out.

	“Oh.” Ava’s breath caught in her throat as a tiny piece of paper dropped to the floor. She knelt and grabbed it between her forefinger and thumb. “It’s folded,” Ava said excitedly. She ever so carefully unfolded the tiny square no bigger than the head of a thumbtack.

	Carol began to bounce on her toes in excitement. She willed Ava’s fingers to move faster.

	“There’s writing. It says, Behind the hands of time.”

	“Behind the hands of time,” Carol whispered dramatically, feeling the need to express the exciting clue out loud as well. “Anything else?”

	“Nope,” Ava said, flipping the paper over. “And before you ask, no, I have no idea what it means.”

	Carol nodded, stroked her chin, and began pacing the room. “Do you mind?” she asked, picking up her bassoon. “It helps me think.” She placed the bassoon in her mouth and pursed her lips.

	Ava was saved by a knock, knock at their door. “You girls ready for breakfast?” Ava’s mom called out from the hallway.

	“Aww, shucks!” Ava gave Carol a mocking I’m so sorry look and then turned toward the door. “Yeppers, we’re ready. Grabbing my shoes,” she chirped.

	“Oh, well,” Carol sighed dramatically, resting her bassoon on her chair. “A brisk walk stirs the mind. Not quite as much as my bassoon, but it will have to do.”

	“Accompany me to breakfast, fair lady,” Ava asked, holding out her arm.

	“I’d be honored,” declared Carol, smiling. “Let’s go!”

	 


18
Captain Newton

	Ava’s hand flew up to her eyes as soon as they stepped outside. “It’s so bright,” she wailed.

	“Here.” Her mother handed her a pair of sunglasses. “You can wear these.”

	“Thank you. My eyes are sensitive, just like my heart.”

	Carol coughed; clearly, she’d misheard her best friend.

	“Those were some big kids!” Mr. Clarke exclaimed. He leaned over the hood of the rental car, checking out a set of enormous shoeprints.

	“Not necessarily,” Ava asserted. “Travis Meyers, he’s in the eighth grade and wears a size thirteen.”

	“He also has a mustache,” Carol added.

	“Eh, he may have failed a year or two.”

	“Or five.” Carol cracked up.

	“Come to think of it, he does have a twin sister who drives,” Ava reflected.

	“I can’t believe a group of boys tried to scare you,” said Mrs. Clarke angrily.

	“Eh, it was nothing we couldn’t handle,” Ava said nonchalantly, hoping her parents would move on.

	“What happened to the good old days? You know, when guys would serenade a girl? You’d stand beneath their window and belt out your undying love for them in song.” Mr. Clarke got a faraway look in his eyes. “Anyway,” he sighed, “you certainly didn’t win them over by frightening them to death.”

	“Well, first off, Dad, that’s called stalking. Secondly, if any guy stood beneath my window and began serenading me, I’d crush his tiny little soul—but kindly—like an empty soda can.” Ava grinned, punching her fist into her palm. 

	“Well, at least you have a plan,” her father acknowledged.

	The sidewalk into town was filled with a mix of tourists and locals. The fresh smell of coffee, fresh-baked bread, and apple cider filled the air. Ava’s parents chatted about their plans for the day while the girls made their own plans to decipher the new clue as soon as they were alone. They’d have to let Haylee know what they’d found.

	Carol tugged on Ava’s sleeve. “Lehmann Jewelers is closed.”

	“I’m pretty sure I know why,” Ava smiled knowingly. Carol shared the same smile. Both girls were certain that the mysterious tall man and Mr. Lehmann had something to do with the attack at the cemetery and at their rental property. 

	Ava, deep in thought, recalling the events of the night before, nearly collided with her mom as they came to a stop at the Ocean Crest Café. Mr. Clarke held the door open for a family of five who moved sluggishly through the doorway.

	“I know that feeling,” Ava whispered to Carol.

	“Good morning,” Haylee beamed. She pointed a finger at Ava’s dad. “Wait, I know.” She grinned. “You don’t have reservations, because if you did….”

	Ava groaned. “He wouldn’t eat here.”

	“Am I that predictable?” A pained look filled Mr. Clarke’s eyes.

	“No, you’re that rememberable. There’s a big difference, honey,” Mrs. Clarke said, rubbing his arm.

	“Kyra,” Haylee called out, “can you please take this wonderful family to table nineteen?”

	A bubbly African American girl with an incredible smile came over. “I’d love to. Follow me.”

	“So, you survived the night,” Haylee grinned, pulling Ava and Carol aside. “I was worried about you guys!”

	“Well,” Ava said, looking over her shoulder to make sure her parents were out of earshot. “We did have a visitor.”

	“What…kind…of visitor?”

	“The kind that breaks into your bedroom at night,” Carol replied.

	“Don’t worry,” Ava insisted, seeing the worried look on Haylee’s face. “I have a feeling he’s a little sore this morning.”

	The bell above the door jingled. A heavyset man in a baseball cap and fanny pack approached Haylee. “We’ve got a party of fifteen. Can you guys handle that?”

	“Sure,” Haylee smiled. “The more the merrier. We’ll just slide some tables together.”

	“Wonderful.” The man smiled, wiped his brow, and headed for the door. “I’ll let them know.” 

	Haylee turned her attention back to Ava and Carol and sighed. “Looks like I’m gonna be busy for a while, but I want to hear all about what happened. I get off at four. Can we meet then?”

	“You bet,” Carol smiled. “We’ll see you then.” 

	“Good timing.” Ava held up her phone. On the screen was a text from her mom. Did you get lost?

	We’ll be right there, was talking to Haylee. She added a couple of heart emojis and then hit send.

	Ava and Carol made their way through the busy aisle of the restaurant. Carol stepped to the side to let a server past and felt a sickening crunch beneath her foot. She lifted her shoe, revealing a pair of lifeless reading glasses. “Oh, my God,” Carol whispered, her hand over her mouth.

	An old man was leaning into the aisle, obviously reaching for his glasses. He sat up and stared at Carol with enormous, gray, bloodshot eyes. “You!” he growled, hammering his fist onto his table. His stubbled jowls shook from the impact.

	Ava, unaware of what had just happened behind her, whirled on the man. “Do we know you?” Ava asked. “Because you are being very rude.”

	Carol’s eyes moved from the man’s face to his yellow wind slicker and matching hat, her words caught in her throat. It was the old man from the boat. “I’m so sorry,” she finally whispered. “I’ll buy you a new pair of glasses.” She placed the broken pieces on the table. “You know, with a little super glue, you could—”

	The man growled angrily at her, his lip curled into a snarl, revealing his naked upper gum.

	Ava looked from the old man back to Carol and then back at the old man. “Oh! I get it. He’s the fisherman who was screaming at you for playing bassoon yesterday morning.”

	“The devil’s instrument!” the old man spat. “Scared my fish away!”

	“You have no idea. Imagine being in the same room when she plays that thing.” 

	The man shuddered. “I’d rather be taken by the sea.”

	“Hey,” Carol protested. “That’s….”

	Ava placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “You’ve scared the man’s fish away, broken his glasses…. What’s next? Are you going to key his car? Sink his boat?”

	“I don’t have a car….”

	“Well,” Ava said, poking Carol’s shoulder. “It’s a good thing because she’d probably wreck it. My advice to you is to keep your boat far, far away from this young lady.”

	The man held up both hands as if pleading. “Don’t tempt fate. Just keep her away from me.”

	“My pleasure.” Ava grabbed Carol’s elbow. “Come on, let the poor man eat in peace.”

	“I am so sorry,” Carol called out over her shoulder as Ava dragged her away.

	“What took you guys so long?” Ava’s mom asked when they finally arrived at the table.

	“Carol was busy accosting some poor old man. I truly believe that she is not a good influence on me.”

	“I accidentally stepped on his reading glasses,” Carol explained. “I offered to pay for them, but he was too enraged to have a normal conversation like two adults.”

	“Some people are just wound up tight that way.” Mrs. Clarke smiled. “I’m sure you tried your best.”

	Carol nodded in agreement. If nothing else, Mrs. Clarke’s reassurance made her feel a little better. How was she supposed to know that the man’s glasses were on the floor?

	Breakfast passed quickly. Although the girls had made a promise to each other that they weren’t going to eat too much, their plans fell apart like a house of cards—or in their case, a tower of pancakes.

	Ava eyed her mom as she plucked a piece of pancake off her plate.

	“What?” Her mother laughed. “It left the safety of the stack. It strayed behind and was therefore fair game.”

	“It’s the circle of life.” Ava’s father nodded sagely.

	“Sometimes I feel like Carol and I are the only adults at the table,” Ava sighed.

	“Not to change the subject, but tomorrow is Halloween. Have you guys decided on what you’re going to do?” asked Mrs. Clarke.

	“We’re going to figure it out after Haylee gets off work today. We’re supposed to meet her at four.”

	“Oh.” Mrs. Clarke smiled happily. “I’m so glad you guys made a new friend.”

	“She’s really nice. She’s been teaching us about Tempest,” said Carol.

	“So, what are you going to do this morning? Your dad and I are going out with a lobsterman to shoot some footage if you’d like to go.”

	Ava glanced at Carol and then turned back to her mom. “If you don’t mind, we’re really into our research. You know, finding the Scarlett heirs.”

	“That’s right.” Her mom nodded. “How’s that going?”

	“We’ve tracked them down to Massachusetts. That’s where the trail gets a little….” Ava made a face.

	“Tricky,” Carol offered. “We think that Alice may have gone back to using her maiden name to avoid detection.”

	“I see,” Mrs. Clarke said with a nod. “Well, if you need any help, let me know. Research is my life.”

	“Thanks, Mom. We will.”

	“Thank you, Mrs. Clarke,” Carol added. “We may need to take you up on that offer.”

	“You sure you guys don’t want to go with us? He’s the real deal,” Mr. Clarke said excitedly. “He comes from a long line of lobstermen. He’s been fishing these waters since he was four years old.”

	“Oh, I’ve got a picture of him right here.” Mrs. Clarke held up her phone, and Carol gasped and nearly fell out of her chair. It was the old man!

	“You okay, Carol?” Mrs. Clarke inquired, concerned.

	“Yes, sorry. Too much sugar probably.”

	“Drink some water,” said Mrs. Clarke, pushing Carol’s glass of water toward her.

	“He’s supposed to meet us here at ten to take us down to his boat. Oh, there’s Captain Newton right now.” Mr. Clarke stood, waving him over. 

	Carol looked at Ava. Her face had turned a peculiar shade of green. “Restroom,” Carol choked. “Restroom! Thank you for breakfast,” Carol said in a panic as she launched herself from the table.

	Ava shrugged her shoulders and hopped to her feet. “I’ll go make sure she’s okay. We’ll see you guys in a bit.” Ava maneuvered through the tables and rapped her knuckles on the bathroom door. “Carol, you okay? Carol?” Ava opened the door, just in time to see Carol’s head squeeze out the bathroom window and hear a faint “Ahhhhhhh!” 

	“Carol!” Ava cried out. She rushed over and poked her head out the window, and then realized she was eye to eye with Carol. “You jerk. I thought you fell.”

	“I wanted to make it seem dramatic. Come on,” Carol urged. “We gotta get out of here before your parents leave!”

	“Fine.” Ava threw a leg up onto the windowsill and twisted her body. She froze when the bathroom door flew open. A middle-aged woman stopped mid-stride and looked at her oddly.

	“Skipping out on my check,” Ava explained and then dropped out of sight.
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Time Will Tell

	Ava kicked a rock along the sidewalk as they made their way back to the house. She shivered as a cool breeze moved across the blue-green ocean. In the distance, a bank of dark clouds glided across the horizon. She gave the rock she was kicking one final smack, sending it skittering across the street and bouncing off the curb.

	“Are you feeling guilty about breaking that man’s reading glasses?” Ava asked, bumping Carol’s shoulder.

	“Not really. I mean a little, but I did offer to buy him a new pair. But that’s not what I’m thinking about.”

	“Spill,” Ava replied.

	“The clue, behind the hands of time, has to be referring to a clock.”

	“Naturally,” Ava agreed, even though she hadn’t come to that conclusion yet. Ava cast a wary eye at Carol and looked over her shoulder. “We should probably keep our voices down.”

	“Sorry,” Carol agreed. “Small town, big ears.”

	“Are you describing your first boyfriend?”

	“Funny,” Carol smiled. “So, I was thinking, if she hid the clue behind the hands of time, where would she put it?”

	The girls climbed the steps to the porch. Carol rushed past her when she opened the front door.

	“1852,” Carol whispered.

	“What?”

	“This clock. It has been here since 1852.”

	“Okay…. Oh! Of course, it’s been here since Alice Scarlett was here.”

	The grandfather clock clanged as if agreeing with the girls.

	“The only problem is, I’m sure that it’s been serviced and cleaned and scrutinized a million times. If there was anything there, it would have been found,” Ava muttered.

	“Not necessarily,” Carol argued. “People tend to miss things if they’re not looking for them. If I told you to grab the orange juice out of the fridge, you’d focus on that task, not looking for eggs or milk.”

	“Yeah, but my guess is that cleaning a clock is a little more involved,” Ava said.

	“Well,” Carol replied, “it’s all we’ve got to go on right now.” 

	“All right,” Ava agreed, “but that being said, neither of us knows anything about clocks.”

	“I’ve never seen you turn down a challenge,” Carol taunted.

	“If we break this thing…I’m blaming it on you.”

	“I’d have it no other way,” Carol smiled.

	 

	
20
Noah Webster

	Ava and Carol stood with their arms folded across their chests, staring at the impressive clock.

	“Okay,” Ava sighed. “It’s a minor setback.” She knelt and examined the lock that secured a glass enclosure on the front of the clock. 

	“Since when did they put locks on clocks? The sheer audacity,” Carol said, shaking her head.

	“I’ll be right back.” Ava jogged up the stairs and returned a few minutes later with her library card. “I wonder if locksmiths carry these things around.” 

	She slid the card between the frame of the door, then tapped the edge with her finger until it slid behind the locking mechanism. She pushed the card in a little further while simultaneously pulling on the door. 

	“And just like that…,” Ava smiled as the door swung open, “…we’re in.”

	“That would have been much more impressive if you weren’t breaking into a clock.”

	“True.” Ava shrugged. “But hey, a girl’s gotta start somewhere.”

	Thunder rumbled in the distance. Ava thought about her parents out with the fisherman.

	Carol saw the worry on Ava’s face. “He’s an experienced seaman. I’m sure that he’s going to keep your parents safe.”

	“Yeah,” Ava agreed, shaking her head. “Okay, let’s hurry. I don’t want to have to explain to my parents why we’re elbow-deep in Old Ben.”

	The grandfather clock was absolutely beautiful. It stood about seven feet tall and was divided into two parts. The top was beveled and flared out. The rich cherry wood, hand-carved, resembled angel wings, below it a series of intricately ornate designs. Just below that, a half-moon piece of glass covered a golden, galactical scene, filled with stars, the earth, and the moon. The bottom of the clock was enclosed behind a glass door; a series of golden weights swung back and forth like a metronome.

	“The clue is, behind the hands of time, which should mean the hands of the clock,” Carol mused.

	“Okay, the face of the clock is pretty busy. There’s a bunch of golden stars. The planets are rotating around the sun, which is the center of the clock. Pluto is missing—maybe that’s a clue!” Ava suggested.

	“Pluto wasn’t discovered until the early 1900s,” Carol said.

	“Are the stars arranged in a particular constellation?” Ava asked.

	“I’m not sure.” Carol took out her phone and snapped a picture of the clock’s face. “Something feels wrong.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Look how ornate the face of the clock is. Remember, she had very little time to hide the clues. There’s no way she could have constructed something this detailed….”

	“Well…maybe it is literally behind the hands of time. There’s a miniature screw securing the hands…,” Ava began, pointing.

	“I’ll be right back. Grabbing your dad’s toolbox.” Carol hurried off.

	Meanwhile, Ava ran off to the kitchen and returned with a chair, placing it in front of the clock. She climbed onto the chair and studied the face of the clock. The hands were secured atop the sun. She tried to slide a fingernail beneath the sun, but it was tightly held in place.

	“Here.” Carol handed over the tool. “This is the smallest screwdriver we have.”

	Ava gave the screwdriver a cursory glance and then set to work on the screw. She forced herself to be patient. Five minutes later, she was rewarded as the screw fell into her cupped hand.

	“Here.” She handed the screw to Carol. “Don’t lose it!”

	She carefully jiggled the arms off the center of the clock and inspected them for clues, but there wasn’t even the tiniest scratch on their surface. Ava handed them to Carol. “Okay, I’m going to try to remove the sun.”

	Ava attempted to tease the tip of the screwdriver beneath the sun, but it was stubbornly attached to the face of the clock. “I’ve got an idea.” She pulled her library card from the pocket of her hoodie and tried that. The card flexed and bowed. There was a popping sound, and the entire face of the clock came free.

	Carol carefully snatched up the ornate backing and flipped it over. A series of numbers and dashes were handwritten on the back.

	“Ava!” Carol cried out. “There’s some sort of code.”

	Ava held out the backside of the clock’s face so Carol could take pictures. Outside, lightning flashed, and thunder boomed, shaking the house.

	Ava quickly set about returning the clock to its original condition before her parents got home. She secured the hands and closed the glass enclosure. “How does it look?”

	“Unscathed,” Carol said admiringly. “If sleuthing doesn’t work out, you may have a new career ahead of you.”

	“Great.” Ava rolled her eyes. “Just how I imagine spending my days. I’ll have to grow a mustache and a pair of tiny glasses to complete the ensemble.” She lifted the chair she’d been standing on and returned it to the kitchen. 

	A gust of wind rattled the screen against the window, making Ava jump. There was a flash of lightning, and then a wall of rain. Two figures bolted up the driveway toward the house.

	“Carol, get the door. My parents are here!”

	Carol threw the front door open and stepped aside as Ava’s parents hurried inside the house. Rivulets of water poured from their clothing, creating a puddle around their feet.

	Ava dashed out of the kitchen. “You know you’re supposed to put the windows up when you go through a car wash.”

	“Ava, get us some towels!” her mother yelled.

	“Sheesh, you get a little wet…,” she jogged down the hallway to the linen closet, “…and you lose the ability to appreciate highbrow humor.”

	Ava handed a towel to each of her parents and lay another on the floor at their feet, soaking up the water. “Did Captain Newton throw you guys overboard? Is this what mutiny looks like?”

	“No, we made it ashore ahead of the storm. However, your father insisted on helping him secure his boat and empty his lobster traps.”

	“How dare you be so helpful,” Ava chastised.

	“Actually,” Mr. Clarke said, raising an eyebrow, “your mother made me do it. She thought that the storm added authenticity and drama to her story.”

	“I did get some great footage. Plus, your father looked ruggedly handsome handling those large cages.”

	“Gross. Gross. And gross with a mountain of Nos stacked on top. I’m out of here. Come on, Carol. Whatever my mom has, it may be contagious.”

	Mrs. Clarke playfully gave Ava’s dad a loud peck on the cheek.

	Ava sprinted up the stairs with her hands over her ears. “Not listening. La, la, la, la.” She grabbed Carol, who was right behind her, shoved her through the bedroom door, and slammed it shut. She held up a finger, took in a deep breath, and then exhaled slowly.

	“I’m sorry that you had to see that,” Ava apologized.

	“Eh.” Carol shrugged. “My parents are worse. You get used to it.”

	“Don’t say that.” Ava placed her forefinger on her friend’s lips. “Once that becomes normal to you, you’ve already begun drifting to the dark side. Next, you’ll be watching romantic comedies and creating Spotify playlists.”

	“Okay,” Carol laughed, pulling away Ava’s finger. “We’re gonna seriously need to cut back your sugar intake.”

	“Yes, because that’s the problem. While you reflect on your dubious behavior, can you please email the pictures to me? I want to blow them up on my laptop.”

	“Sure.” Carol grabbed her phone, and after a few swipes and a couple of quick jabs at her screen, she looked up. “Sent.”

	Ava flipped open the lid of her laptop and carried it over to the bed. She kicked off her fancy crocs and hopped onto the bed, resting her computer on her legs. “Ugh,” she groaned. “Why do people always insist on number ciphers?”

	“Because it’s hard to go wrong with numbers. They’re absolute.”

	“Absolutely annoying.” Ava opened a text document to use as a worksheet. “All right. Looks like there are nineteen groups of numbers.”

	Carol slid over closer to Ava, who zoomed in on the image. “Hmm. Well, I see a tiny pattern we can work with,” said Carol. “The second word, seventh word, tenth word….” She moved her finger across the screen. “…and the eighteenth clue are all the same.”

	“There’s got to be some kind of key because the numbers don’t match up with the alphabet. And without the key….”

	“We’re lost,” Carol concluded. “Is there anything else on the page?”

	Ava zoomed out. Above the code, barely legible, were the numbers 1828, followed by the letters n w d. “She wrote this in 1828. I thought that she lived in the late 1800s.”

	“There must be some connection with 1828. Did anything major happen in 1828? Maybe a famous painting, and the artist’s initials are n w d?” Carol suggested.

	“Carol,” Ava said excitedly, “the first listing is Noah Webster, 1828 American Dictionary.” She clicked on the link. “It says that he published his first dictionary in 1806, and then, after twenty-two years, he published An American Dictionary of the English Language.”

	“How did they ever live without Google?”

	“So, you think that the dictionary is the key?” Ava asked.

	Carol nodded. “But figuring out this code, that’s a completely different story.”

	“Yeah, and where are we supposed to find an original dictionary published in 1828?”

	Carol’s eyes lit up. “Mary! The librarian. Maybe they have a copy in the restricted section.”

	“Brilliant!” Ava pulled aside the curtains and peered outside. The sky was thick with ominous dark clouds, but the rain had calmed to a steady downpour.

	“I think we may want to invest in some rain boots and an umbrella. Actually, I think I saw an umbrella mixed in with the walking sticks downstairs by the laundry room,” commented Ava.

	“The Seaside Surf Shop didn’t have rain boots, but they have water shoes. We could just get a pair of those for now. They’d probably come in handy here,” Carol suggested.

	“Let’s do it!” Ava closed the lid of her laptop and jogged down the stairs. She found her parents in the kitchen, hunched over cups of hot coffee.

	“I feel like I just walked into the set of a movie,” Ava grinned. “You’ve been out looking for Lassie, your golden retriever, but no sign of her. But somehow, against all odds, you’re sure she’ll make it home.”

	“You’re too spunky for such a dreary day,” said her mom, raising a suspicious eyebrow. “What are you up to?”

	“Five-foot-three.” Ava grinned mischievously. “Oh, you were serious. Carol and I are going to go to the library. We’ve dug up some new clues about Alice Scarlett, and we want to do a little more research.”

	“What are you going to do about lunch?”

	“We can stop by and see Haylee and get lunch at the café. We’re supposed to go looking for Halloween costumes with her, remember? She gets off at three.”

	“What do you think, Charles?” asked Mrs. Clarke, turning to her husband. “Should we let them go to the library?”

	“I hesitate to let my child go to such an esteemed place of learning…but just this once, I’ll allow it.”

	Carol stepped into the kitchen just as Ava was telling her parents that she’d hug them, but she was allergic to water.

	“Grab an umbrella,” Mrs. Clarke instructed. “And what are you going to do about your shoes?”

	“We’re going straight to the Seaside Surf Shop to buy water shoes and then to the library.”

	“Okay,” Mrs. Clarke smiled. “I should have known you’d have it taken care of.” She let out a sigh. “My little ones, growing up so fast.”

	“That’s our cue to leave,” said Ava, backing out of the kitchen.
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The Eye of Cyclops

	Ava and Carol climbed the steps to the library, shook their umbrella, and rested it by the front door.

	“Well, if it isn’t my intrepid researchers?” Mary the librarian said in her nasally voice as she stepped from behind a stack of books.

	Ava immediately noticed her helmet hair, which resembled two halves of a bowling ball attached to each side of her head.

	“You rode your bike in the storm?” Ava asked.

	“I ride my bike year-round. I believe in being one with nature. We have the ability to dress for whatever mother nature throws at us.”

	“What about an earthquake? Or a tornado? Man found dead in tree, hung by his own scarf—but the great thing is his sweater vest ensemble looked stunning.”

	Carol nudged Ava’s shoulder. “We need her help,” she whispered out of the side of her mouth.

	The beginnings of a small smile appeared at the corners of Mary’s lips. “I like you. You’ve got moxie.”

	“Thanks,” Ava replied slowly, not sure if moxie was a good thing or a condition she needed to see her doctor about.

	“So, how can I assist you young ladies today?”

	“We were wondering if you have a copy of An American Dictionary of the English Language published in 1828.”

	Mary rested a hand on a table overfilled with poetry books. “The 1828 version….” She thumped her fingers. “No, I have the 1858 version.”

	“It has to be the 1828 version,” said Carol, disappointment filling her voice.

	“I see. The main library in Portsmouth may have a copy. It’s a little over an hour from here.”

	“I doubt my parents will let us go,” said Ava. “My mom is a journalist. She’s writing an article on the lobstermen here, and she has a really busy schedule.”

	“Oh, I see. Give me just a moment.” She waved her finger at them. “I have an idea.”

	Ava and Carol followed Mary to the front desk. She slid a keyboard from beneath the desk and began typing. She pressed the enter key twice and then moved her mouse around, clicking randomly.

	“You two are in luck. Google Books scans books in their entirety.”

	“Everything?” Carol asked.

	“Everything from the cover, the preface, the index…the entire book, page by page.” She pointed to a group of tables, each with a computer workstation. “Come on,” she grinned. “I’ll log you in.”

	Moments later, the girls were looking at a scanned in copy of An American Dictionary of the English Language.

	“This is amazing,” Carol gushed. “Thank you so much.”

	“You’re welcome,” Mary smiled. “It’s wonderful to see you two so interested in history. Let me know when you’re finished so I can log you out.”

	“Yes, ma’am,” the girls chorused.

	Carol waited until Mary had walked away and then slipped her phone onto the table. Ava grabbed a pencil and pad from the center of the table and slid it in front of them.

	“All right,” Carol said softly, glancing over her shoulder, making sure they were alone. “Let’s see if we can figure out this code.”

	“What is the first number?” Ava asked.

	“Ninety-seven, and then a little two with a line over the top of it, followed by the number seventeen.”

	Ava wrote out the numerical sequence onto the pad. “If she used the book as the cipher key, then I’m guessing ninety-seven is the page number.”

	Carol nodded and scrolled through the dictionary to page ninety-seven.

	“I have no idea what the little number two means,” Carol mentioned.

	“What if it means second edition? Is there a second edition?”

	“I have no idea,” Carol replied.

	“All right.” Ava made a note to search editions. She slid Carol’s phone over and zoomed in. “I wonder…remember how some of the clues were the same?”

	“Yeah, I think there were four that had the same number sequence.”

	“Exactly. This may be a wild guess, but can you look up page 1,022?”

	“Just a sec.” Carol spun the mouse wheel until she reached the correct page. “Got it.”

	“What is the first word on that page?”

	“Thankfully.”

	“Oh….” Ava blew out a mouth full of air. “She would have had to use thankfully four times in the code. Doesn’t sound right.”

	“No,” Carol replied, “but in column two, the first word is the. And that’s a very common word.”

	“You’re right! Wait, go back to the first word on page ninety-seven. I want to see something.”

	“You got it!” Carol zipped through the pages, coming to a stop on page ninety-seven. 

	“Okay, what’s the twenty-second word?”

	Carol moved her finger down the screen as she counted aloud. “Number twenty-two is beluga. A fish of the cetaceous order.”

	“I’m going to guess that’s not the word we’re looking for unless she had a stuffed beluga on her wall and the clue’s inside.”

	“Mmm,” Carol murmured. She moved her finger down the screen along the second column of words. “Beneath,” she whispered.

	“What?” Ava leaned in to look at where Carol’s finger was resting.

	“Remember how the first word, the, was in the second column?” Carol didn’t wait for Ava to answer. “So, I counted down to the twenty-second word—”

	“In column two,” Ava finished her sentence. “So, maybe the little number stands for which column the word is in.”

	“Only one way to find out. What is the third clue?”

	“Page 386.” Ava waited as Carol scrolled through the pages. “It should be the first word.”

	“Eye,” Carol grinned. “Look, column one.”

	“So far, we have beneath the eye. Can you imagine how long this would have taken to figure out before Google?”

	“We’d still be back at the house, trying to figure out the significance of 1828. All right.” Carol smiled and nodded at her phone. “Hit me with the next one.”

	Thirty minutes later, the girls leaned back into their chairs. They’d deciphered the message. Beneath the eye of Cyclops, cast the anchor toward the sea, eight meters down, you will find the key.

	Carol took a picture of the clue and saved it to the cloud. They were one step closer to solving the riddle.
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Stop, Thief!

	The girls thanked Mary and then headed out into the rain to the Ocean Crest Café. Carol recited the riddle over and over in her head, trying to pull out bits and pieces that made sense. Some phrases would need to be torn apart, while others, like eight meters down, were pretty self-explanatory.

	“I can’t wait to tell Haylee what we figured out,” said Ava. “I feel like we’re so close.”

	“Me too,” Carol agreed, sidestepping two giggling children as they raced past, thwacking each other with toy swords. Their mothers followed close behind them, deep in animated conversation.

	“This is a perfect day for Halloween,” Ava commented. “Rainy, cloudy, chill in the air. Should make for a spooky night.”

	“Yep,” Carol smiled. “Perfect for ghosts and goblins.”

	***

	Kyra helped the girls find a secluded spot in the corner of the café. They’d originally had a table by the window, but Ava was too distracted by the people on the sidewalk. The girls had wanted to talk to Haylee, but they were disappointed when Nana Conner told them that she was helping to cater lunch at the local Moose Lodge.

	Ava reached into the pocket of her hoodie and put her phone and notes on the table. “I hope Mary isn’t mad I stole this tiny pencil from the library. I did put a five-dollar donation into their Support Your Local Library bin.

	“I think you’re covered.” Carol winked.

	“All right,” Ava grinned. “Let’s break this puppy down. Beneath the eye of Cyclops, cast the anchor toward the sea, eight meters down, you will find the key.”

	“Okay, I was trying to pull things out that sounded, I don’t know, literal. I mean, the phrase eight meters down. We can assume that it means eight meters down.”

	“I agree. I’m confused, though. It reads, cast the anchor toward the sea, not into the sea. I mean, if you’re on a boat, isn’t it called dropping anchor?”

	“Well, I’m assuming it’s the ocean or a body of water, because it’s eight meters down,” Carol specified. “That’s…,” she opened Google on her phone, “twenty-six feet.”

	“All right. So, are we assuming that we are on a boat? And that we drop anchor, and twenty-six feet down, there’s a key?”

	“Maybe the eye of Cyclops is the name of a boat! Remember Alice’s husband was a treasure hunter! It could be the name of a boat!”

	“A boat that is over a hundred years old?” Ava asked incredulously.

	“Maybe it’s a tourist attraction and it’s permanently docked here, and if we drop the anchor, the key is twenty-six….”

	Ava gave her a doubtful look. “Whatever it is, it needed to be a constant, something that she knew would be there when he returned.”

	“You’re right.” Carol nodded. “Maybe Cyclops is the moon or a celestial body.”

	Ava leaned back against the booth and rubbed her temples and moaned.

	“Pardon. Your hot chocolate,” said a man’s voice.

	“Oh, thank you,” replied Ava. She busied herself moving her phone and notes aside.

	The server leaned forward, but as he did, the serving tray wobbled precariously. “Oops!” the man cried out. The two mugs of hot coffee crashed to the table. The girls threw themselves against the wall to avoid being burned and covered in the hot liquid.

	“Hey!” Carol screamed as the man snatched up Ava’s notes and began racing through the restaurant.

	“Stop!” Ava yelled, leaping to her feet. She raced through the restaurant but only made it a few steps when a man’s foot shot out from beneath his table, catching her ankle and sending her crashing to the ground.

	“Oh, my.” He bent down as if helping Ava to her feet but actually pressed her into the floor. Carol arrived seconds later, her hoodie and pants covered in hot chocolate.

	Ava managed to struggle to her feet. She whirled on the man. Anger flashed in her eyes, then a look of shock. It was none other than Mr. Lehmann.

	A crowd of worried onlookers moved in on the girls. “Are you okay?” Nana Conner asked, fighting through the crowd.

	“It’s my fault, Mrs. Conner. I’m so sorry. I was just getting up to leave, and she tripped over my foot. I wasn’t expecting anyone to be racing through a restaurant, but as you know…undisciplined children.” He raised his eyebrows and tilted his head.

	Ava’s lips formed a tight line as she breathed in through her nose. “Mr. Lehmann, both you and I know that it wasn’t an accident.”

	Mr. Lehmann’s mouth flew open in protest, but Ava beat him to the punch.

	“A man approached our table, under the guise of being a waiter. He then proceeded to throw two mugs of hot coffee onto our table and then stole my research project. I chased after the man, and that’s when Mr. Lehmann here accidentally stuck his foot out. He was holding his spoon to his face, watching me in the reflection.”

	“That’s preposterous,” he laughed. “Children.”

	“Interesting,” said Carol, “that it was the same man who was in your jewelry store when we were in there.”

	Mr. Lehmann’s face turned white for a moment, and then he regained his composure. “I’ve never been so insulted in my life.”

	Ava nodded to the security camera in the corner. “I wonder if that security camera would tell a different story,” Ava replied matter-of-factly.

	Nana Conner looked from Mr. Lehmann to Ava. “Those are serious allegations. Do you want me to call the police?”

	Mr. Lehmann began to tremble. “I’m sure that won’t be necessary, right, girls? Remember, I cleaned your necklace for free.”

	Nana Conner narrowed her eyes. “I see…. Mr. Lehmann, get out! If you ever step foot in my restaurant again, I will have you arrested.”

	“Yes, ma’am,” he said as he quickly wormed his way through the crowd of angry onlookers and staff.

	“I’m so sorry, girls.” Nana put her arms around them. She shook her head. “Look at your clothes. Why on earth would he do such a thing?”

	“We have our suspicions,” Carol said quietly.

	Nana Conner gave her a knowing look. “Well…let’s get your things from the table. I’ve got some Ocean Crest Café sweatshirts you girls can change into.”

	Ava and Carol retrieved their phones and followed Nana Conner to the employee breakroom. “I’ll get your sweatshirts. You two wash up, and I’ll get your lunch for you as well.”

	“Thank you, Nana,” the girls chorused as they headed for the employee restroom.

	“Just so you know,” Carol said as she washed her face, “you look like a cupcake threw up on you.”

	“Not in the mood for jokes,” Ava fumed. “All of that work that we put into figuring out the clues, and they just come along and steal it.”

	“I know,” Carol agreed. “We were sloppy, and we paid the price.”

	“How did they know we were going to be here? Or where we’d sit?”

	“They followed, I guess.” Carol shrugged. “Again, small town, big ears.”

	A quiet tap, tap on the bathroom door caught the girls’ attention. “Can I come in?”

	“Haylee!” Carol cried out. “Come in!”

	“I’m sorry.” Haylee made a face. “These are the only two colors we have right now.” She held out a pumpkin-orange and a deep-forest-green sweatshirt.

	“I’ll let Ava have first choice since she sacrificed her face,” Carol explained, placing her hands on top of each other. “Floor. Ava’s face.” She raised her top hand and smacked it against her lower hand. 

	“I heard,” Haylee shrugged, tilting her head to the side, smiling apologetically.

	“I’ll take the orange,” Ava sighed. “The dark green will clash with my hair.”

	“Naturally,” Haylee agreed. “I’m going to grab your club sandwiches and shakes while you get changed.”

	“Thanks, Haylee, and, oh, thank you for the sweatshirts!”

	***

	“So, they have the answer to the riddle?” Haylee asked.

	“Yeah. We came here to show you, but we got hot-chocolated instead,” Carol replied.

	“Sounds brutal,” Haylee offered sympathetically.

	“I’ll never look at hot chocolate the same again,” Ava whispered solemnly.

	“Okay, a bit overdramatic, but point taken,” Carol acknowledged. “Look, they may have our clues, but they still have to solve the puzzle. We’ve just got to do it first.”

	“Well, I’d write it down, but when the guy grabbed my notes, he took my miniature pencil too.”

	“She stole it from the library,” Carol explained, seeing Haylee’s confused look.

	“Not a problem.” Haylee hopped up, opened a supply closet, and removed a handful of pencils and several sheets of paper. “I know that these won’t erase the feelings of loss for Tiny Pencil, but you get the point.”

	“Oh, pencils and pencil puns! Haylee, you may be my long-lost sister that I never had.”

	“And she’s back—and as annoying as ever,” Carol sighed.
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Witch’s Hollow

	“It couldn’t be that easy,” Haylee replied. “Well, from what you told me, Alice’s husband was away at sea, and she knew that she was going to have to leave town quickly.”

	“Yes,” Carol agreed.

	“Well, then, she would have to put her husband’s treasure nearby. But still….” Haylee looked thoughtful.

	“What is it?” Ava asked.

	“The name of the lighthouse at Witch’s Hollow is Cyclops. You get it?”

	“Because the light is like the eye of the Cyclops, shining out over the sea!” Carol exclaimed.

	“Exactly.” Haylee smiled. “And do you know what’s at the base of the lighthouse?”

	“Earth, ground, rocks, grass…,” Ava answered.

	“An anchor,” Haylee said, placing a calming hand on Ava’s.

	“Fascinating,” Carol whispered.

	“What? The anchor?” asked Haylee.

	“No, how you shut her up.” She glanced at Ava. “I’ve been trying to do that for years. But the anchor part, that was impressive too.”

	“So, it all makes sense.” Ava tapped the piece of paper in front of her. “Beneath the eye of Cyclops, cast the anchor toward the sea, eight meters down, you will find the key.”

	“Yes,” nodded Haylee. “The lighthouse is on a massive cliff, overlooking the sea. So, quite literally, I think we have to throw the anchor off the cliff and climb down eight meters to find what Alice has hidden.”

	“Do you think that Mr. Lehmann and his partner, Weston Brookes, know that the lighthouse is called Cyclops?” asked Ava.

	A look of disappointment filled Haylee’s face. “I’m afraid so. Every year they have a festival at Witch’s Hollow. All of the locals know the lighthouse as Old Cyclops.”

	“Great,” Ava grumbled.

	“Well, it’s not like they’re going to go in broad daylight. We’ve just gotta beat them,” said Carol.

	“I get off in about thirty minutes. Why don’t we meet back here around…4:30? That’ll give me enough time to shower and change.”

	“I think you smell great. A mix of coffee, fried chicken, and tapioca pudding!” Ava exclaimed, sniffing the air.

	“It’s my new perfume.” Haylee laughed, flicking her hair. “LeCafé.”
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A Brilliant Plan

	Ava zipped up the front of her Aqua hoodie and adjusted the straps of her backpack. The steady wind made her hair dance around her head like Medusa’s. “It’s going to be cold tonight.”

	Carol softly blew through her lips; a faint cloud of white wispy smoke spiraled upward. “Yeah, and stormy. I just hope the rain holds off.”

	The sidewalk into town was busier than usual. Dozens of children zipped through the adults, laughing and shouting. A steady stream of parents emerged from the candy store with bags filled with Halloween goodies.

	A woman dressed up like a scarecrow, straw poking out of the arms of her flannel shirt and the bottom of her rolled-up jeans, held a tray filled with candy and caramel-coated apples.

	Ava gave the woman a smile and a thumbs-up as they passed by. “Did you see the woman in the scarecrow costume?”

	Carol grabbed Ava by the arm and jutted out her chin. “It’s Lehmann.”

	The girls slipped into a doorway and peered around the edge. Lehmann stood under the awning of his jewelry shop. One hand held a phone and the other a set of keys.

	“He looks agitated,” Ava whispered.

	Carol nodded. “He just dropped his keys, and now he’s jabbing his fingers at his phone as if it were someone’s chest.”

	The girls shot back into the doorway as the jeweler turned in their direction. He stood for a long moment staring their way and then dropped to a knee and picked up his keys.

	“He’s definitely angry about something,” Ava agreed. “I wonder what.”

	Carol leaned forward and peeked out. “He’s gone. Let’s go.”

	The girls hurried down the sidewalk to the café. Ava could have sworn that she saw Mr. Lehmann staring at them from behind the blinds.

	Haylee popped out of the café just as they approached and waved to them.

	“Hey, perfect timing!” waved Carol.

	“I knew you were here. I’m kind of psychic that way.” Haylee grinned mischievously, wiggling her fingers.

	“Impressive. You sure it wasn’t that little camera behind the letter e in Café?” Ava inquired.

	“Oh, I’m impressed. You are good. My nana even had them paint the security camera the same color as the logo so people wouldn’t see it.”

	“Trust me, Ava always knows when there’s a camera around.”

	Ava flounced her hair. “Girl’s always gotta look her best.”

	“So, what’s the plan?” asked Haylee. “I see you both brought backpacks.”

	“Hopefully, we can get to the lighthouse before our archnemesis, Weston Brookes, gets there. The backpacks are in case we find anything. We’d need some way to carry it back easily.”

	“Ah, good idea.” Haylee looked up at the stormy sky. “It doesn’t usually get dark until about 5:30, but with these overcast skies….”

	“How far away is the lighthouse?” asked Ava.

	“About a fifteen-minute walk, give or take.”

	Carol glanced over her shoulder toward Lehmann’s jewelry shop. “You know, maybe they haven’t figured out the clue yet.”

	“Who?” Haylee asked, looking confused.

	“Lehmann and his buddy. He was having an argument with someone on his phone and then he locked himself in his store with the blinds pulled.”

	“He may be waiting until it’s darker,” Ava suggested. “Like us.”

	“Or, he could have gone out the back door,” said Haylee. “This whole row of shops…,” she gestured toward the storefronts, “…has a rear exit.”

	“Do you know what kind of car he drives?” Carol asked.

	“Sorry.” Haylee shrugged. “I never really paid attention to him until now.”

	“All right, here’s what I think,” Ava chimed in. “We go to the lighthouse, check things out—you know, evaluate the perimeter—and then we toss the anchor over the cliff.”

	“Came up on that all your own, did you?” laughed Carol.

	“It’s better than standing here doing absolutely nothing,” Ava said, making a face.

	“No complaints here,” smiled Haylee. “Let’s do this.”
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Perilous Climb

	The gray and white lighthouse stood like a brave centurion on the edge of a massive cliff overlooking the ocean. At the top, a powerful golden light rotated, casting a beam of light some twenty miles out to the sea. Directly behind the lighthouse stood a small stone house. A half a dozen crosses and graves were scattered along the cliff.

	“Does someone live there?” Ava asked, pointing at the stone house. She thought she knew the answer, looking at the darkened windows and the untrodden grass that grew right up against the old wooden door.

	“No, not anymore. The lighthouse attendants used to live there, but now everything is automated. A computer actually controls everything now,” Haylee explained.

	“And the graves? Were they the lighthouse keepers?” Carol inquired.

	“Yes, five generations of Whitmores are buried here. Interestingly, Bailey Whitmore, the next in line to be the keeper of the lighthouse, monitors and runs the lighthouse from his bedroom. He’s seventeen.” 

	“Too bad for him. He could have scored some serious points on his Fitbit running up and down all those stairs,” Ava declared.

	A car approached, its headlights shone through the gloomy darkness, illuminating the girls. It slowed and then continued on its way.

	“Okay,” Ava said, watching the car as it disappeared around the curve. “I think it’s dark enough. Let’s get this over with.”

	“I agree,” said Carol. “Haylee, where’s the anchor?”

	“It’s behind the lighthouse. Come on.” She motioned. “I’ll show you.”

	The trio trekked across the wet grass. The lighthouse was even more impressive close up, standing nearly one hundred feet tall.

	“What?” Haylee gasped. “The anchor’s gone!” 

	A rusty chain lay in a pile on the ground at the girl’s feet. A fresh new coiled rope had been attached to a metal ring at the base of the lighthouse.

	The girls rushed to the edge of the cliff and peered down. The anchor hung some fifty feet below.

	Ava stomped her foot angrily. “We’re too late!”

	“Maybe whoever it is…is still down there,” Carol said.

	“Only one way to find out. Haylee, you have your phone, right?” asked Ava.

	Haylee nodded. “Yes.”

	A gust of wind whistled along the cliff, blowing Carol’s hood off her head.

	“I’m going down,” Ava declared. “If anyone—”

	“Wait!” Haylee’s eyes flew open wide. “You can’t.”

	Ava gave the rope a hard test-pull, ignoring Haylee’s comment. “If anyone comes…,” she backed up to the edge of the cliff, “…call the police.” Ava grabbed the rope tightly, kicked off, and disappeared over the edge of the cliff.

	Haylee ran over to the edge of the cliff and dropped to her knees. “Ava!”

	“It’s okay, Haylee.” Carol put her hand on her back, reassuring her. “It’s what we do.” She grabbed the rope, leaned backward, and expertly began repelling down the face of the cliff.

	The wind shear was intense, causing the girls to swing like a pendulum. Ava wrapped her legs and feet around the rope and slowly lowered herself. She kept her eyes on the cliff’s walls, not daring to look down, where the roiling ocean beat against the jagged rocks below.

	“Do you see anything?” Carol shouted, but her voice was silenced by the crashing of the waves and the whistling wind.

	Ava’s hair beat across her face, sticking to her lips, to her eyes. She wished she’d tied it back like Carol. She had no idea the wind was going to be so strong. Focus!

	The wind pushed at her back and drove her toward the face of the cliff. A jagged outcrop of rock jutted out like a curtain, invisible from the top of the cliff and lost in the contours of rock, if you were looking up from the sea.

	Ava waited patiently for the next gust of wind. She relaxed her body and let the gust swing her forward. Below her, the anchor clanged against the rocks. She reached out, and as she flew toward the cliff, grabbed the curtain of stone. Ava’s eyes watered as the rough surface tore into her fingers. Her feet scrambled below her and finally found purchase on a narrow lip of a ledge. A dark entranceway loomed in front of her; she’d found the cave.

	Ava pulled the rope toward her, doing her best to hold it steady as Carol descended. Moments later, she saw Carol’s shoes and purple leggings.

	“Almost there!” Ava called out. She pulled Carol’s legs toward her, guiding her to the shallow ledge.

	“Okay,” Carol gasped as she stood beside Ava. “That was intense. Did you check inside?”

	“No, but I did notice….” She pointed to her feet.

	“Great…footprints.” Carol eyed the entrance to the cave wearily.

	“We could be walking into a trap,” Ava realized.

	“Well, if Haylee hears or sees anything funny, she’ll call the police.”

	Ava slid off her backpack and fished out her phone. “I’ll check things out real fast. That way, you can secure the rope.”

	Carol wasn’t happy about Ava going into the cave alone, but she knew it couldn’t be helped. Their only way back was up the rope.

	“Keep your eyes and ears open,” Carol ordered.

	Ava nodded and then disappeared behind the sheath of rock, wondering what lay on the other side.
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The Disappearing Treasure

	Ava stood inside the entrance of the cave; the air was damp and clingy. Disappointment surged through her as she played her light across the dirt floor and the rock walls. The cave was small, the size of a compact automobile, and it was completely empty except for fresh footprints leading to a small wooden box, which had been shattered into pieces. 

	Ava shook her head. She’d tried to ignore that feeling in her gut, but after seeing the rope…. She knelt and sifted through the broken bits of wood. There was nothing left. Ava stood and slowly worked the flashlight along the walls of the cave. There was nothing but inky shadows that clung to the rocky walls, taunting her.

	Ava took in a deep breath and then exhaled. They’d worked so hard, only to have everything stolen away from them. She made her way to the front of the cave, angry that the man had stolen their clues, angry that he’d beaten them here, angry that they wouldn’t be able to find Alice Scarlett’s heirs and return what had been lost for so long.

	Just as she reached the entranceway, a faint glint of something metallic caught her eye. Ava knelt and brushed away the dirt from the object. A coin. She used the pocket of her hoodie to clean it. “Gold,” Ava breathed. 

	She rested the coin in the palm of her hand and shone her light on it. Her eyes grew wide. “Seventeen-eighty-five.” A man with a large brow and even larger nose, his wig tied back in a ponytail, was engraved on the front. She flipped the coin over; on the back, a crown rested atop a shield.

	Ava poked her head out from beneath the sheet of rock that hung over the entrance of the cave.

	Carol could tell by the look in Ava’s eyes that they were too late.

	“He’s already been here,” Ava said bitterly. “He crushed the chest holding the treasure and took whatever was inside.”

	“You searched the entire cave?” Carol asked, trying to cling to a sliver of hope.

	“Yeah.” Ava nodded. “It’s tiny. The only thing I found was this. He must have dropped it on his way out.” She held up the golden coin.

	Carol took it from Ava. She shivered involuntarily from the cold as another blast of air pummeled them. “It’s Spanish, minted in 1785. It’s probably worth quite a bit of money.”

	Ava exhaled. The news made her feel even worse. “Great,” was all she could reply.

	Carol handed the coin back to Ava, who zipped it up in the small pocket on her backpack. 

	“All right,” Ava said, looking up the face of the cliff. “Let’s go.”
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Trick or Treat

	The three girls walked in silence back to the rental house. They’d been so close, and now, everything had fallen apart around them.

	“Are you sure your nana’s not going to worry about you?” Carol asked as they headed up the driveway.

	“No. Thanks, though,” Haylee smiled. “I told her that I was spending the afternoon with you guys and that we were going trick-or-treating after dinner.”

	Ava’s mom opened the door as the girls trooped up the steps. “What’s with the gloomy faces?”

	“Nothing,” Ava said, trying her best to smile. “Our research just isn’t going as well as we’d hoped. We hit another dead end.”

	Haylee looked at Ava and nodded in agreement, not sure what she was supposed to do or say.

	“Well….” Her mother smiled. “Come in. Hi, Haylee. It is Haylee, right?”

	“Yes, ma’am. Thank you so much. I’ve never been in this house! The staircase is beautiful.”

	“It is beautiful.” Ava’s mom smiled. “A small piece of advice….” She winked at the girls and motioned for them to follow her. “Research is never easy, and the more difficult the research, in the end, the more satisfactory the reward.”

	“My mom’s an investigative journalist,” Ava explained to Haylee. “She’s traveled the world and has written about, well, just about anything that you could ever imagine.”

	Haylee’s eyes grew wide. “That’s fascinating.”

	Ava warmed inside. She could tell Haylee was impressed.

	“Ava makes it seem much more impressive than it really is,” Mrs. Clarke smiled. “When you boil it all down, it simply comes down to hard work and determination. You can’t let the story beat you.”

	Carol nodded in agreement. “I like that.”

	Mrs. Clarke set three mugs on the counter and poured steaming-hot, cinnamon-spiced apple cider into the cups. “There’s nothing like cider on a blustery day.”

	Ava had to agree. The fresh smell of cinnamon, the thought of the spicy delicious cider warming her insides, made things feel just a little better.

	“What are your plans for this evening?” Mrs. Clarke inquired of the girls. “Have you decided on your costumes?”

	“Still up in the air on the costumes, although I did see a really creative scarecrow today. I’m fine with anything that doesn’t distract from my hair,” Ava replied.

	“Does your hair know that?” laughed her mom. “You look like you got trapped in a NASA wind tunnel, and you’ve gotten your necklace tangled in there.” Her mom worked the clasp free and slid the necklace off Ava’s neck. “You need to put this in your room.”

	“Okay,” Ava agreed. “It’s crazy windy out there. My hair was caught off guard. I’ve apologized,” she said, patting her mop of hair, “and promised to pamper it with extra conditioner.”

	“You may need a rake,” Carol muttered under her breath.

	“Your father and I have been invited to a party at the yacht club by Captain Newton. It will give me a chance to talk to some of the other lobstermen, kind of round out my story.”

	Carol cringed when she heard Captain Newton’s name.

	“That sounds like a lot of fun! Are you guys going to dress up?”

	“Yes, your dad is going as the lumberjack you see on the Brawny paper towels, and I’m going dressed up as an investigative journalist.”

	“Ah,” Ava nodded. “So, you’re going as yourselves.” Mr. Clarke lived in red flannel shirts, jeans, and hiking boots.

	“Exactly,” she smiled. “You know what they say, the truth is stranger than fiction. Oh, so your dad and I may be a little late tonight.”

	“So, no wild parties,” Ava teased.

	“Don’t worry, Mrs. Clarke. I’ll make sure she behaves,” reassured Carol.

	“Thank you, Carol. I know you’ll do your best.”

	Ava groaned as she headed for the stairs. Her mind traveled to the coin in the pocket of her backpack. At least if we find Alice’s heir, I can give her the necklace and the coin. They’re both beautiful and better than nothing.

	***

	Thunder rumbled, and lightning flashed over the ocean. Skeletal trees creaked, their branches click-clacking together in the wind. A sliver of moon played hide-and-seek with black wispy clouds as they raced across the sky. It was the perfect Halloween night.

	“I’m glad we decided to go out,” said Ava. “It was too depressing to stay in the house.”

	“Me too,” Carol agreed. “And like you said, we’ll track down the Scarlett heirs and give them the necklace and the gold coin. I’m sure it will mean a lot to them.”

	Haylee nodded. “Trust me, it does.”

	Ava and Carol put their arms around their new friend as they walked, both of them knowing Haylee was thinking about her parents.

	Ava shook her bag of candy. “I don’t know about you, but my bag is about to burst.”

	Haylee nodded. “Mine too. Let’s hit that last house…,” she pointed to a sprawling rancher, “…and then head back.”

	“Perfect!” Carol replied.

	The girls skipped up a set of brick steps, which led to a glass door. A large white cat sat staring out at them.

	“Pretty cat,” Haylee smiled as she pressed the doorbell.

	A tall, elegant woman in a sweeping black dress appeared. Her black hair was parted in the middle, framing a white face—the only splash of color was her bright-red lipstick.

	“Morticia Addams!” Ava gushed. “You look incredible!”

	“Thank you,” the woman laughed. She placed a hand on her hip and stared at the girls’ three-person costume. “You’re an…,” she narrowed her eyes, “…an ellipsis?”

	“Yes, finally!” Carol shouted excitedly, thrusting her fist into the air.

	The girls each wore black leggings and a white hoodie with a large black dot on the center. When they stood close together, they made the symbol for an ellipsis: dot, dot, dot.

	“My favorite costume of the night,” the woman laughed. “So simple, yet it says so much.” She reached into a bowl filled with peanut butter cups and candy bars. “Here,” she smiled, giving each girl a generous handful.

	“Thank you so much!” they chorused. The trio skipped down the brick steps and down the drive to the street, unaware of the man hidden in the shadows watching them.
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The Secret Room

	The girls huddled around their combined tower of candy, their eyes aglow as if it were a campfire. Hocus Pocus played on the television.

	“All right, being that I have been assigned to mediate the distribution of candy, I would like to implement a few rules.” Carol turned to Ava and then Haylee to see if there were any objections.

	For once in her life, Ava remained silent. She didn’t want to say anything that might delay the delivery of precious Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups.

	“All right. First, there will be no—”

	The girls froze. Ava’s eyes flicked from Haylee to Carol, which meant they’d heard the sound too.

	“It’s probably just the wind,” Carol whispered. “It’s an old house. It creaks like crazy.”

	“Could be your parents,” Haylee offered.

	Ava glanced at the clock on the television. “No,” she said softly. “It’s not even nine o’clock. They won’t be home for another hour. I’m going to check.” Ava hopped to her feet and grabbed a fireplace poker.

	“Then I’m coming with you,” Carol declared. She grabbed what looked like a giant pair of scissors from the barrel beside the fireplace.

	“Me too,” said Haylee, grabbing the last tool left: a large brush.

	Even though her heart was pounding, Ava couldn’t help but laugh at the weaponry they’d gathered.

	Ava paused at the front door and listened. The wind buffeted the house, making it moan and groan, but she listened for anything that didn’t belong. She heard nothing unusual.

	Behind her, Carol and Haylee raised their weapons, ready to strike, their eyes glued to the door.

	Ava slowly turned the knob, and then the door blew open with a bang, slamming the doorknob into the wall. Ava screamed and jumped back, eyes wide, breaths coming in short bursts.

	She stepped through the doorway and onto the porch, her knuckles white from gripping her weapons so tightly. She felt Carol and Haylee step onto the porch behind her.

	“I don’t see anything,” Ava said, carefully surveying the front yard and the corner of the house.

	“All right,” Haylee stuttered. “I think it’s best if we wait inside.”

	“I agree,” said Carol. “Safer inside.”

	The girls backed into the foyer, still on high alert. Ava thrust her head out of the doorway once more and then shut the door. That’s when she heard a familiar voice.

	“Happy Halloween, girls.” It was the man from the jewelry store, the one who had stolen their clues from the restaurant.

	“Weston Brookes,” Carol spat.

	The tall man on the steps looked surprised for a moment and then smiled darkly. 

	“Yes,” said Ava, “we know who you are, and now we’re going to call the police.”

	“Oh, so sweet! You think I’m Weston Brookes?” The corner of his smile, connected to the deep scar, stretched along the side of his face.

	“Yes, we know who you are,” Carol said. “We found your keys. We know your name, your address, and that you like gardening and hummingbirds.”

	The man’s face reddened. He held his fist to his mouth. “Tsk. Tsk. I’m disappointed. From all of your sleuthing, I thought you would be much more thorough.”

	“What do you mean, more thorough?” Carol interrupted.

	The man climbed down another step toward them. “If you’d researched Weston Brookes, you would have known that he died in a car crash six months ago. Convenient for me,” he chuckled. “I simply assumed his identity.”

	The girls’ mouths fell open.

	“You’re lying!” Carol shoved her hand into the front pocket of her hoodie and grabbed her phone.

	“Drop it, or I’ll drop you,” the man said icily.

	Carol froze. Something in his voice had changed, become more malicious. He pulled back his jacket, revealing a holster. He unsnapped the safety guard.

	“Good. I have your attention. I’m in a bit of a hurry. I’m not sure how long your parents will be at the yacht club.” He paused, enjoying their surprised expressions. “I know every move you and your parents make.” 

	“You leave my parents out of this,” Ava hissed.

	The man tilted his head to the side. “You give me what I want, and I’ll be on my way.”

	Ava trembled, not from fear but anger. She calculated the distance to the man and if she could strike before he could reach his gun…. Carol placed her hand on Ava’s shoulder. Patience.

	“Enough games. Where’s the treasure?”

	Carol looked at the man, confused. “What do you mean? You already took the treasure. We got there after you.”

	“Yeah, I found the smashed chest and your humongous footprints. That’s all that was inside the cave,” Ava added.

	The man’s face turned dark red, and a vein pulsed on his forehead. “All that was inside that chest was a stupid key and a note.” He descended another step and tapped his holster. “Last time. Where’s the treasure?”

	“You can threaten us all you want. But we’re telling the truth,” said Carol angrily. “Do you really think we’d risk our lives over some money?”

	“Maybe there never was a treasure. Maybe someone found it a long time ago,” Haylee added.

	“No.” The man shook his head. “I had to break the padlock off the box.”

	“You said you found a note and a key?” Carol asked.

	“Yes,” the man answered, his voice thick with suspicion.

	“May I see them?” asked Carol. “Maybe it’s a clue.”

	The man tossed her a wad of balled-up paper. Carol picked it up and then looked at him. “Why did you ball it up?”

	“I was angry, okay?! I thought I’d found the Scarlett treasure. Instead, all I find is a stupid note and a key.”

	As Carol unfolded the paper, a memory flickered in her brain. The words behind the hands of time was written on a scrap of wallpaper.

	Ava and Haylee crowded around her. “It’s the same clue,” whispered Ava.

	“What’s that?” asked the man, descending to the last step. “What are you whispering about?”

	“This clue,” Carol answered, “is the same clue that we found earlier. We figured out that it meant the face of the clock. That’s how we found out about the cave and Old Cyclops.”

	“What clock?” asked the man. His eyes moved excitedly from Ava to Carol.

	“This clock,” Carol replied, pointing to the grandfather clock. “But there’s nothing there. We’ve searched it from top to bottom.”

	“Back up.” The man withdrew his pistol from his holster and waved the girls back. He stood in front of the clock. “I wonder….” He pulled a golden key from his pocket and inserted it into the lock. He jostled and twisted the key, but it didn’t open the glass door on the clock.

	He raised the butt of his gun. “Fine, I’ll just—”

	“Wait!” Carol yelled. “We’re telling the truth. We’ve already searched the clock. I may have an idea.” She turned the piece of wallpaper over in her hands. She’d finally remembered where she’d seen it—Alice Scarlett’s picture. It was the same wallpaper that was behind the grandfather clock in the picture, and it was also covered in…clocks.

	“I’ll need help,” she said calmly. “Ava, Haylee, we need to slide the clock away from the wall.”

	“What are you doing?” Ava whispered out of the corner of her mouth. “Are you insane?”

	Carol turned to her friend and smiled. Her eyes said, Trust me.

	The man stepped back and waved them to the clock with his gun. “Don’t try anything funny.”

	“You have a gun,” Ava declared. “You’ve pretty much destroyed funniness.”

	The trio wrapped their arms around the clock and then carefully pushed, pulled, and slid the clock away from the wall.

	Without a word, Carol put a hand on the wall and then rapped with her knuckles. The hollow sound echoed in the hallway. She pressed both palms against the center of the wall and pushed. The center of the wall moved a fraction of an inch.

	The man moved closer, his eyes wide with anticipation. “Is it a hidden passage?”

	“I think so.” Carol nodded. “But I need a knife.”

	The man considered her request for a moment and then dug into his pants pocket, revealing a silver pocketknife. He tossed it to Carol, who snagged it out of the air.

	She pushed the wall again, searching for a seam beneath the paint and wallpaper. A hair-thin crack appeared. Carol pried open the pocketknife and pressed the blade into the crack and twisted.

	Ava looked at Haylee, who couldn’t peel her eyes from Carol. She felt sick. They were about to reveal a hidden passage to this creep. She would have rather it never been found than for it to fall into the hands of this loser.

	Carol pulled at the small incision she’d made in the wall; an inch-wide strip of paint and wallpaper peeled away. A strip of wood lay beneath it.

	“A door,” the man whispered. He began pacing, tapping the gun against the palm of his hand. “Hurry!” he insisted.

	Carol took the blade of the knife and worked it into the seam between the door and the doorframe and began cutting downward. A few minutes later, she’d sliced through the wallpaper and paint around the edge of the door. Then, dropping to her knees, she tapped with the butt of the pocketknife on the door until she heard a distinct difference in the sound.

	Using the blade of the knife, she began scraping the paint away. Particles of paint and paper fell to the ground at her feet. Then, there was the metallic sound of metal on metal, and then a keyhole.

	“I need the key,” Carol said. The one that you stole from us, she thought angrily.

	Instead of tossing the key to her, the man moved slowly toward her. He pointed the gun at her and waved the other girls over.

	“I want you to open the door.” His voice quavered with excitement. “And then each of you go in, and I’ll follow you. Understood?”

	He dropped the key into Carol’s hand. She was surprised by how heavy it was. The top of the key was an elaborate array of twists and loops that reminded her of the design on the locket. The bottom half of the key looked like a teardrop ending in an old-fashioned bit that resembled teeth.

	She pushed the key into the lock and turned. There was a soft metallic click, and then the door swung inward.

	The man inhaled loudly. “Go!” he demanded excitedly. “Go!”

	Carol pushed the door open; light spilled into the room behind her. Ava and Haylee followed close behind her. The room was long and narrow, like a walk-in closet, and about twice as wide.

	The man came up behind them, a flashlight in his hand. The girls followed its beam as it illuminated the room. To the left stood a desk, topped with papers and drawings.

	A long, narrow table stood adjacent to the desk. It was filled with glass dishes and vials and a beautiful brass microscope. Behind them was a bookshelf, lined with books and a series of boxes and bins stacked on top of each other.

	“Where’s the gold? Where’s the gold?” the man hissed.

	“How are we supposed to know? We’ve never been in this room before,” said Ava bitterly.

	The man stopped in front of the desk. “How did I miss that?” He smiled, then snatched an envelope and flipped it over. The flap was sealed by a thick smudge of blood-red wax. He tore through the flap and removed a sheet of paper. Even though his face was shadowed in darkness, the girls could see the rage building in him. He screamed and viciously kicked out at the desk.

	“More riddles.” He clenched his teeth. “I’ve had it with these riddles!” He shook the piece of paper. “You!” He pointed to Carol. “The smart one. Figure this out.” He shoved it into Carol’s hands, knocking her against the wall. “Five minutes,” he growled. “If you’re not done by then…I can’t tell you what’s going to happen to your friends.” He gave the girls a sinister look, filled with venom.

	The girls gathered around Carol. Her hands trembled as she read the handwritten note. Every little example points here and not there.

	Carol took in a deep breath and looked around the room. Should she take the clue literally? “What little examples is she talking about?” Carol said to herself.

	“Do you have any idea what it means?” Ava whispered.

	“Not yet,” Carol replied. “I need to look around the room. It says, Every little example points here and not there. That means it has to point to someplace where the treasure is hidden.” Carol lightly touched Ava’s foot, and under the guise of turning and looking at the bookshelf, she whispered, “Follow me.”

	“What are you doing?” the man asked suspiciously.

	“I’m trying to think!” Carol snapped. “You want me to solve the clue for you, you have to let me think.”

	The man nodded toward his gun. “Don’t try anything stupid. In a race, I guarantee you that the bullet will win.”

	“You two,” Carol said to her friends, “start at the front and look for anything that looks like it is pointing to something in the room.”

	“Well, well. What have we here?”

	Everyone whirled around. A petite figure stood shadowed in the doorway.

	“You know,” the man laughed. “You really should lock your front door. Tempest can be a dangerous town. What’s the matter, Benjamin? You look surprised to see me.”

	The girls’ eyes met. It was Edward Lehmann, the jeweler.

	“Edward, you snake.” Benjamin lunged toward him, pointing his gun at his chest. 

	Edward chuckled and waved it away. “You’re holding three girls hostage with a lighter?” He howled with laughter. “You stupid buffoon. I gave you that thing.”

	Edward took another step forward. His eyes traveled around the entirety of the hidden room. “So, this is Alice’s famous hidden study. Opened for the first time in 150 years. So, you know why I’m here. Where’s the treasure?”

	“We’re still trying to find it,” Carol answered. “The clue in the cave led us to this hidden room.”

	“I see. Well, the rooms are not all that big. It shouldn’t take long to search them, and while you’re at it, how about that necklace?”

	Ava took in a deep breath. She would have to rely on her acting skills to fool Mr. Lehmann. Ava dropped her eyes and forced her voice to have a slight tremor to it. “It’s in my chest of drawers. My mom said it was too valuable to wear around. She thought I’d lose it.”

	Edward tilted his head. “You’ll have to find it in your heart to forgive me, but I don’t believe you.”

	He reached for the neck of Ava’s hoodie. She smacked his hand away angrily. “Hands off! I’ll show you!” She pulled her hoodie away from her neck. “See? No necklace.”

	“Benjamin.” Edward paused and exhaled slowly. “I want you to take Miss Purple Bangs here to her room and bring the necklace back to me. You have two minutes.” He cocked his pistol and smiled eerily. “Mine’s not a toy.”
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Double-Crossed

	Ava sprinted up the steps to her room. Benjamin followed closely behind her. “You realize,” Ava called over her shoulder, “that your buddy is going to take the treasure and leave you with nothing, especially since you double-crossed him.”

	Benjamin grabbed the back of her hoodie and spun her around to face him. “What do you mean?”

	“You think that he’s going to cut you in now that you’ve deceived him?” Ava tore his hand away from her hoodie. “Plus, you forget, he’s the one with the gun.” She spun away from him. “I’ve got to grab the necklace.” She hurried over to her chest of drawers, hoping that the little seed she planted in his head was beginning to grow. She reached inside the drawer and slipped a giant athletic sock into her pocket.

	“Oh, that’s right. Sorry. I left it in the restroom.” She dashed into the bathroom. She could hear him rushing across the room. She quickly scooped up the tape measurer and put it in her hoodie pocket. As he rounded the corner to check on Ava, she pretended to be fastening the clasp of the necklace.

	“Why did you put it on?” he asked angrily. “He’s going to want it!”

	“Oh, yeah.” Ava made an I’m an idiot face. “I’ll just take it off as soon as we get downstairs. Come on. He only gave us two minutes.”

	***

	The moment Ava left the room, Carol began formulating a plan. “Just follow my lead,” she whispered to Haylee out of the corner of her mouth.

	Carol made a big show of moving around the room, referencing the paper and nodding. She came to a stop in front of the giant bookcase at the back of the room.

	“That’s it,” she breathed excitedly.

	“What’s it?” Edward asked, drawing near, his pistol at the ready.

	“Do you see how all of the elephant tusks point to this bookshelf, and even the three sticks on that table are made into an arrow, pointing to the bookshelf? The clue is Every little example points here and not there. Everything points to the bookshelf.”

	She wedged her face between the wall and the bookshelf. “I can see something on the wall behind the bookshelf,” she said excitedly. “Haylee, help me. You grab the other side,” she directed.

	Haylee nodded, and the two girls began to struggle to move the massive bookshelf away from the wall. “Mr. Lehmann, can you pull out some of the books? This thing weighs a ton!”

	Mr. Lehmann looked at Carol suspiciously. “No funny business.”

	“Fine,” said Carol. “I’ll pull out all the books and we can waste another five minutes.”

	Mr. Lehmann growled and began ripping books from the top shelf, flinging them to the ground.

	“It’s sliding. Just a few more,” Carol said. Then she yelled, “Now!” Haylee didn’t need to be told what to do. She and Carol yanked forward with all their might, sending the mighty bookshelf crashing down onto Edward.

	He screamed as he crashed to the floor. The gun flew from his hand, sliding to the doorway just as Ava and Benjamin rounded the corner. They both saw the gun at the same time.

	As Benjamin reached for the gun, Ava heel-kicked him in the butt, sending him crashing into the desk. He launched himself forward, crawling for the pistol. Haylee raced forward and kicked the gun, sending it skittering into the back of the room.

	Benjamin leaped to his feet and threw Ava against the wall. Carol and Haylee flanked him. He leaped at Carol, who darted away, sending him crashing headlong into a table filled with vials and bottles. There was a horrific crash as the glass shattered on the floor.

	Enraged, Benjamin climbed to his feet. Haylee made an attempt to run past him, but he reached out his long arm and clotheslined her, sending her crashing on her back. She hit the ground with a loud “Umph,” gasping for air.

	Carol, enraged, grabbed the microscope and whipped it at him, screaming.

	“Not this time,” he laughed—but then he dropped to his knees, unconscious. Ava stood over him, holding a long athletic sock with a tape measurer inside.

	Ava and Carol ran over to Haylee, who was slowly sitting up, coughing. “Don’t ask. I’m fine.” She waved them away. “I’m fine. What the heck is that?” she asked, pointing at Ava’s weapon.

	“It’s versatility.” Ava reached inside and removed the weighty tape measurer. “In the Amazon, my friend Daniel used his sock as a slingshot. A few nights ago, we used my sock as a filter for the vacuum cleaner—”

	“Ugh!” moaned Mr. Lehmann. “Someone get this thing off of me!”

	“Patience!” yelled Ava. “You’re interrupting. Now, where was I?”

	“Vacuum cleaner,” Carol called out as she dropped to her knees, searching for the pistol.

	“Yes, thank you. And now, my sock has been used to lower the boom on Mr. Creepy.”

	Carol returned to her friends. “Let’s lock them in here, and we’ll call the police.”

	“No!” Mr. Lehmann cried out. “We can negotiate.”

	“What’s going on?” asked Benjamin, slowly coming to.

	“See you soon,” Carol smiled. She slammed the door shut and locked it. “You know what? I’d feel a lot better if we made the door a little more secure.”

	Six minutes later, when the police arrived, they found Ava, Haylee, and Carol sitting on the couch, eating Halloween candy and ignoring the pounding and pleading on the door behind them.

	“They’re in there,” said Ava, wiping chocolate from her mouth.

	“Just who is in there?” asked the lead officer, his lips forming a barely visible line across a square face that sat on huge, square shoulders. “Wait…Haylee? What are you doing here?” The officer’s face relaxed when he recognized her.

	“Helping my friends. We were trick-or-treating, and this man broke in, yelling about Alice Scarlett’s treasure, waving a gun, and then Mr. Lehmann—”

	“The jeweler?” the officer asked, unable to hide the surprise in his voice.

	“Yes. He came in and said he was going to shoot us if we didn’t help him find the treasure.” She turned and looked at Ava and Carol. “Anyway, they captured them, and they’re in there.”

	“Oh, and there’s their gun.” Carol smiled, pointing to a table beside the door. “We didn’t want to handle it.”

	The police officers looked at one another in awe and then jumped into action, asking the girls to stand for a moment as they slid the couch across the room. As the police led the two men out into the foyer, Ava’s parents rushed into the house.

	Ava, Carol, and Haylee sat on the couch across the room eating candy and watching everything unfold in front of them.

	“What’s going on?” Ava’s mom cried out, rushing over to them. “Are you okay?”

	“We’re fine, Mom,” Ava smiled. “Just doing our civic duty.”

	“Why are the police here? Who are those men?” Ava’s dad balled up his fist, his face flushed with anger. “Did they hurt you?” his voice trembled.

	“No, Dad, no. It’s the other way around.” Ava leaped to her feet and wrapped her arms around her dad. “We’re fine. You didn’t raise a wimp, you know.”

	“I know.” He smiled and pulled her head to his chest.

	Outside, blue lights flashed. Dozens of townsfolk gathered together, watching the events from the driveway. A white-haired woman in black slacks and a beige sweater hurried up the walkway to the house. A police officer spoke to her briefly, nodded, and then stepped aside, letting her inside the house.

	She spoke with another police officer just inside the doorway, who pointed to the Clarke family, gathered around the sofa.

	“Hello.”

	The group stopped chatting and turned to see who was speaking.

	“I’m Melissa Wright, the owner of this house,” she explained. “Is everyone all right?” Her voice was thick with worry; her alert green eyes quickly moved from person to person, assessing the situation.

	“I think everyone is okay, considering the circumstances,” Mrs. Clarke reassured her.

	“I’m terribly confused,” she said. “What happened?”

	“Mrs. Wright,” Carol said, standing. “Hi, I’m Carol Miller.”

	“Hi, Carol.” Mrs. Wright smiled.

	“So, to make a long story short, Ava and I found a necklace in the vent in the bathroom.”

	Ava reached behind her neck and unclasped it, then handed it to Mrs. Wright.

	“We believe that the necklace belonged to Alice Scarlett,” Carol continued. “We researched her history—we wanted to see if she had any living heirs that would, you know, want this family heirloom.”

	Mrs. Wright’s hand shook as she held the necklace. “I see,” she whispered.

	“Then we found a series of clues left by Alice for, we’re guessing, her husband. It seems that she had hidden the family’s fortune and left messages in code for him. We solved the clues, but Mr. Lehmann and whoever that tall guy is….”

	“He has a couple aliases,” Ava piped in.

	“…broke into the house to steal the treasure,” Carol finished.

	“I think this is where someone pipes in to say, ‘And if it weren’t for those meddlesome kids…!’” Ava added.

	Mrs. Wright smiled politely. “But how did you capture and—oh…oh, my….” Mrs. Wright suddenly noticed the huge doorway behind the grandfather clock.

	“I’m terribly sorry about your wall,” Carol apologized. “We were kind of forced to show them Alice’s secret study.”

	Mrs. Wright fell back a step, her face flushed. Ava’s dad leaped toward her, putting his arm around her shoulder.

	“Are you okay?” asked Mr. Clarke.

	“Yes, yes,” she declared. “Thank you. Children, Alice Scarlett is my great-great-great-aunt. You’ve found what my family has been searching for, for over 150 years.”

	“Aunt,” the girls whispered. Carol faced her. “That makes you her….”

	“Her great-great-great-niece,” Mrs. Wright finished.

	Ava’s mouth fell open. “That’s a lot of greats. Like, niece-to-the-third-power great.”

	“I simply cannot believe that you found her study after all of these years.” Mrs. Wright’s face broke into a huge smile. “Well, come on! Let’s take a look.”

	Melissa was like a child at Christmas as she explored the room. Carol apologized over and over for the overturned bookshelf and explained how they’d used it to trap Mr. Lehmann.

	Together, Mr. Clarke, Ava, Carol, and Haylee righted the bookshelf and began replacing the books. Melissa stood by the desk, overwhelmed by the discovery. Tears trekked down her cheeks.

	“My parents, and their parents, and their parents all told us stories of how strong and fearless Alice was. Every generation….” Her words caught in her throat. She shook her head. “And to think, finally, Alice, Ruby, and William have finally come home.” Her voice trembled. “Thank you,” she whispered kindly.

	“That’s not all, Mrs. Wright,” Carol said. “There’s one more thing.”

	 


30
Spanish Doubloons

	Carol removed the piece of paper Benjamin had given her to solve from her hoodie. All eyes were on Carol as she read aloud, “Every little example points here and not there. This clue was meant to fool whoever read the note. It doesn’t point to a place but names something.” Carol walked to the back of the room and returned with a large, pale-gray, ceramic elephant. “The first letter of each word spells elephant.” Without another word, she let it fall from her fingertips to the floor.

	The elephant shattered into pieces, revealing hundreds of golden coins.

	“Spanish doubloons!” gasped Ava in amazement.

	Everyone crowded around the center of the room, picking through the fragments of ceramic, the golden coins sparkling in the light of Ava’s phone.

	“Is everything okay in here?” A police officer asked, poking his head in the doorway.

	“Everything’s fine. Just fine,” Mrs. Wright laughed. “Just fine.”

	 


31
Last Day

	Carol stood on the deck and gazed out at the ocean. She took in a deep breath, filling her lungs with the cool, salty air. She raised her bassoon to her lips and closed her eyes. She could practically taste the soulful melody she was about to play. She pursed her lips and blew, but there was no sound. She looked at the mouthpiece and tried again. Nothing.

	Confused, she sat on the deck chair and began disassembling her woodwind. Stuffed inside were two of Ava’s huge athletic socks.

	“Oh, I was looking for those,” Ava smiled, yanking them from her hand.

	“What gives? You destroyed my moment of solace.”

	“I’m sure it can be rebuilt. Come on, my parents are ready to leave, and they’re giving us ten minutes to say goodbye to Haylee.”

	***

	The girls ran down the sidewalk to the Ocean Crest Café. Haylee and her nana were just finishing up with a family when Ava and Carol rushed in. A huge smile crossed Haylee’s face. “Ava! Carol!” She dashed from behind the hostess stand and gave them both a huge hug. “I’m going to miss you guys so much!”

	“We’re going to miss you too! But we’re going to stay in touch, and we can do video calls,” Carol said.

	“I know, I know. Hey, at least you made the sleepy town of Tempest fun again.”

	“Mysteries are all around us,” Carol smiled. “You just have to look for them.”

	“That’s what I plan on doing! You’ve inspired me to start Haylee Investigations!”

	“Awesome!” Ava high-fived her. “That’s so cool.”

	“Here’s some snacks for the road.” Mrs. Conner’s eyes beamed as she handed Carol a pastry box. She leaned forward and gave each of the girls a hug. “Don’t be strangers. You’re welcome any time.”

	“We won’t,” Ava smiled. The girls hugged a final time and then waved their goodbye as they stepped out into the sunlight on the cool November morning.
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	1
The Comfy Chair

	“Please….” The smaller man’s voice faltered. “I really need this money.”

	The immense man slid his meaty fingers through his oily black hair and gave an even oilier smile. “What do you think?” he asked his partner.

	“I can smell the desperation,” he sneered. His black eyes narrowed. “I love desperation.”

	The behemoth man cracked his neck and then wiped his greasy hand across the front of the frightened man’s jacket. 

	“All right.” He dropped an envelope at the man’s feet. “We get paid double back in two weeks, or we come a-knocking.” 

	The smaller partner smirked. “More like we come-a-breaking.” 

	“Are we clear?” The massive man lowered his head till he was eye to eye with the trembling man, his breath steaming up his glasses.

	“Yes, yes,” stuttered the man, picking up the envelope, which was thick with cash. “Thank you.”

	***

	So, this is what it feels like to be eaten by a marshmallow. Those were Ava’s last thoughts as she disappeared into the depths of an incredibly soft, comfy chair. Only her black leggings and red-and-white stretchy socks were visible.

	“That’s impressive. We may need the jaws of life to extricate you,” laughed Carol.

	“I can’t tell if this is comfortable or creepy,” Ava replied. “It’s like Mr. Memory Foam married Mrs. Plush and they had a baby chair.” 

	Carol’s crystal-blue eyes grew wide. “That would make a great horror movie. The Chair. The family could invite people over, and when they sat in the chair, they’d die!”

	“But comfortably,” Ava added.

	“Of course.” Carol nodded. “We’re not barbarians.”

	“It could become a franchise. The Chair could be followed by the sequel, The Ottoman,” laughed Derik as he returned to the living room balancing three bowls of popcorn. Derik had become a close friend of the girls after they had worked together to capture the band of thieves that robbed his father’s bank.

	“That’s what I like about you, Derik. You’re always thinking ahead.” Carol clasped her hands and batted her eyes at him.

	“Something the matter with your eyes, Carebear?” asked Ava.

	“No.” She sniffed. “Just allergies.”

	“All right.” Ava gave her friend a sly look. “The popcorn beckons.”

	She grabbed the arms of the chair and attempted to scooch out. However, the chair had other ideas.

	Derik placed the bowls of popcorn onto a table and reached out to help Ava, but she swatted his hand away.

	“Sorry, Derik,” Ava said indignantly, “but I will not be defeated by a chair.”

	“Have it your way.” Derik laughed and crossed his arms. “However, I do have to be back home by nine.” He feigned a yawn, patting his fingers against his lips.

	Ava rolled her eyes. “Mock and learn.” She gripped the arms of the chair, lifted her body, and flipped onto her belly. She ignored Carol’s distinctive snort in the background.

	With a mighty shove, she jettisoned herself off the chair and onto the floor. Ava leaped to her feet like a gymnast, straightened her hoodie, and then smirked at Derik.

	“And that’s how you get out of a chair, mister.” 

	She blew her purple bangs out of her face and then made her way to the sofa, testing the cushion first before sitting.

	Derik shook his head. Spikes of blond hair poked out from beneath his stocking cap like golden stalactites, nearly covering his blue eyes.

	“Impressive.” Derik shrugged. “Good thing I got it all on video…. And to think, all these years, I’ve been getting out of chairs wrong.”

	“If you videoed me, you’re gonna be singing soprano the rest of your life.” Ava nodded at her foot menacingly.

	“Relax, Aves,” Derik said, backing away. “I’m just kidding.”

	“Lucky for you,” Ava growled.

	“We’re friends. I’d never video you struggling to get out of a chair.” He made a face like she’d hurt his feelings. “I livestreamed it!” he yelled, running out of the living room, sliding on socked feet across the kitchen.

	“You’re dead!” Ava shouted, leaping from the sofa and chasing after him.

	Carol grabbed a handful of popcorn and leaned back onto the couch as Derik and Ava chased each other around the house. She knew that eventually they would exhaust themselves.

	Ava and Carol had been best friends since they were four. Not much had changed since then. Carol was taller, had more freckles, and had become more scandalous with her ponytail and rebellious in her choice of bassoon music. She had insanely blue eyes, which Ava described as Windex-blue.

	In contrast to her best friend, Ava rarely wore her purple-highlighted hair in a ponytail, or hair lasso as she preferred to call it. Instead of restraint, she let it do whatever it felt like doing—within reason, of course. Carol described Ava’s brown eyes as mysterious. Ava disagreed and said her eyes were enigmatic. Carol concluded they would have to agree to disagree.

	After helping to solve the theft of a famous diamond from a local museum and then stopping an international crime ring overseas, the girls decided to put their talents to use and had started the infamous “Ava and Carol Detective Agency.” Over the past year, they’d solved nearly half a dozen cases.

	“If you two are through tearing the Parkers’ house apart, I’ve got the movie ready,” Carol sighed.

	“Sorry,” Ava panted, sliding into the living room. “Come on, Derik, we’re starting the movie.”

	Derik cautiously peeked his head through the doorway. “Truce?” He stood balanced on the balls of his feet, prepared to dash away if necessary.

	“Truce,” Ava replied. Her attention was already fully devoted to the eighty-five-inch flatscreen television.

	“Which one are we watching? Home Alone one or two?” Derik asked.

	“Number one, of course. It’s a cinematic masterpiece, a poetic coming-of-age story filled with rife and conflict.” Carol steepled her fingers and kissed them. “C’est magnifique.”

	Derik scooped up his bowl of popcorn and plopped onto the couch beside Ava. Carol pressed play, and immediately the room was immersed in festive Christmas music.

	“Whoa, surround sound.” Derek smiled. “This is just like a movie theater. How long are you guys housesitting? I’ve got a list of movies I’d like to see.”

	“Me too.” Ava nodded. “Unfortunately, Carol only likes romances and documentaries.” 

	Carol’s mouth fell open. She snatched the remote off the coffee table and pressed pause. “First of all, no talking during the movie. Second, that is such a lie. And third, I was the one who chose Home Alone.”

	“Yeah, only because Derik is here. We were going to watch some mushy Christmas love story with lots of smooching.”

	“Ew, you’re ridiculous, and to answer your question, Derik, the Parkers return from Monaco on January third.” She narrowed her eyes at Ava. “Santa is watching you, I hope you know.”

	“So is that elf on the shelf.” Derik pointed to a small elf sitting cross-legged on the mantel above the fireplace. “And he’s majorly—”

	“What was that?” Ava whispered, fully alert on the edge of her cushion. She placed her bowl of popcorn on the table.

	“Funny, Ava.” Carol made a face. “Now, can we finally watch—”

	“No. Shh, for real.”

	“Aves, it was probably one of the cats,” Carol whispered. “They’re always knocking things over.”

	But Ava was already on her feet. “I’m going to check.”

	Carol shook her head and sighed. “Fine. You make such a big deal out of everything.”

	Ava’s eyes fell upon a rack of matte-black, hand-forged tools by the fireplace. She grabbed the poker. Carol grabbed a small shovel. And Derik grabbed a long-handled broom with black bristles. He inspected his weapon and shrugged.

	“You can sweep them off their feet,” Carol whispered.

	Ava softly padded into the kitchen. Derik and Carol followed close behind, their weapons held aloft and at the ready.

	A soft, scraping sound came from one of the rooms at the back of the house. The children froze and looked at each other. From down the hall, the floor creaked.

	“That’s one heavy cat,” Derik said in a hushed voice.

	Suddenly, a figure dressed in black burst from a back room and into the hallway. He froze for a split-second, clearly not expecting to see three children brandishing fireplace accessories as weapons.

	“Get him!” Ava yelled. The trio charged down the hallway, their socked feet slipping and sliding, sending them slamming into the walls. Family pictures rocked and slid, threatening to come crashing to the floor. Ava grasped the edge of the doorframe and slid to a stop.

	The man, dressed in black pants, a black jacket, and a blue ski mask, had opened a window and kicked out the screen. He was fast. He sat on the ledge, twisted his body, and by the time Ava had dashed across the room and lunged for him, he’d dropped to the ground.

	Ava turned toward Carol and Derik. “Go! Go! Go!” she hollered. “He’s getting away!”

	The trio hustled through the house to the front door. They dropped to the floor, tugged on their snow boots, and then yanked their jackets from the coat rack. Derik was the first out of the front door and the first to fall flat on his back on the icy steps.

	“Go,” he gasped. “Save yourselves!” A cluster of stars danced before his eyes.

	Ava grabbed his wrist, pulled him to his feet, and handed him the fireplace brush. “Let’s go. You can die later.”

	Carol trudged ahead through the knee-high snow to the back of the Parkers’ house. She’d thought that the thief would have headed for the wooded lot behind the house, but instead, his tracks led toward the neighbor’s house, toward town. Ava and Derik rounded the corner. In the distance, a dog began barking.

	“That’s our guy,” Ava said. “He’s heading through the neighborhood.”

	“Yep. Derik and I will take the backyards. You take the front in case he tries to cut through. If we’re lucky, he’ll lead us to his car, and we can get his plate number.”

	“Got it,” Ava replied.

	Carol bolted off into the darkness with Derik at her heels.

	Ava cut through the Parkers’ yard and began jogging up Oak Croft Lane. Her boots crunched and slipped on the huge chunks of snow and ice scraped up from the snowplow. She stopped at each house, searching through the sea of colorful lights, inflatable holiday figurines, and sparkling Christmas trees for the man in black. Unfortunately, it was sensory overload, like trying to find a pine needle in a mountain of snow. It also didn’t help that every single dog in the neighborhood was barking nonstop.

	Ava caught fleeting glimpses of Carol and Derik as they tromped through the snow, illuminated briefly by floodlights as they passed by each house. She caught up with them at the corner of Oak Croft and Forest.

	“He definitely ran behind the houses,” Carol huffed. Huge puffy clouds of white smoke billowed around her head with each breath.

	“So, you think he’s heading into the city?” Ava asked. She scanned Oak Croft for fresh car tracks.

	“I don’t think he’s heading into the city,” Derik exclaimed, “more like scaling it!” He pointed to Sampson’s Home and Garden Center. A black shadow was climbing a small iron ladder attached to the side of the brick building.

	“Who is this guy? Spider-Man?” Ava shook her head in disbelief.

	The trio crossed the street and then hoofed their way through the snow to Sampson’s Home and Garden Center.

	How the heck had he reached that ladder? Carol wondered. The narrow, iron ladder was connected to the roof and stopped about eight feet from the ground.

	“Here, hold this.” Derik handed his brush to Ava. “I’ve got this.”

	Derik took a few steps back, ran, leaped into the air, missed the ladder, and smacked face-first into the wall.

	Ava snickered, unable to control herself.

	“I slipped. I can get this—”

	“Okay, but we’re going to lose him!”

	Derik leaped again, but only managed to brush the bottom rung with his fingertips. 

	“All right, that’s enough. Ava, grab his other leg. It’s up to us. Go!”

	The girls crouched, each grabbing one of Derik’s legs, and hoisted him up to the ladder.

	“Wait! Hey! Hey. Whoa. Whoa. Okay!” exclaimed Derik. “I got it.” The girls pushed the bottoms of his shoes as he pulled himself up onto the ladder.

	“Your turn.” Ava crouched and wrapped her arms around Carol’s legs and lifted. Carol used her hands against the wall to help pull herself up.

	“Just a little higher, Aves.”

	Ava moved closer to the wall and then stood on her toes. It was just enough to enable Carol to get a grip on the bottom rung. Ava reset and placed her palms on the bottom of Carol’s boots and pushed upward with all her might.

	Carol used the momentum to reach up and grab the next rung. Derik hung down like a monkey, grabbed the inside of Carol’s shoulder, and pulled, helping her up the ladder. “Go!” she yelled to Derik. “I’m right behind you.”

	“Your weapons!” Ava yelled, but it was too late. They had already gone.


2
Daredevil

	Ava ran along the back of the garden center. It was the first of a long string of retail businesses and cafés that lined Main Street. Holiday shoppers scurried along the sidewalks, their arms filled with colorful shopping bags. The cafés and diners were filled to capacity, with lines spilling out of the doorways.

	Ava did her best to scan the rooftops of the buildings, but it was difficult to see anything from her vantage point. She felt like a salmon making its way upstream through the sea of people. She slid to a stop at the Main Street Café; there was a twenty-foot gap between the buildings. Unless this guy can fly, he should be trapped! She looked up, half-expecting to see the man shimmying down a telephone pole.

	A set of stairs ran alongside the café to the second-story entrance of the Livingston Art Shop. Ava grabbed the handrail and raced to the landing. She brushed the snow off the wooden railing and climbed onto it, which wobbled precariously beneath her feet. She gripped the doorframe to steady herself.

	Ava’s heart was pounding. If she slipped, she would plummet thirty feet down onto the sidewalk. Focus and breathe. Focus and breathe. 

	She reached up with a trembling hand, grabbed the gutter atop the doorway, and stood. Just as she rose above the gutter, a boot slid to a stop inches from her nose, spraying her face with a cloud of wet snow. Ava teetered on the railing, her foot slipped, and for a brief second, she balanced on the toe of her boot.

	The thief hesitated. Obviously, his plan had been to use the stairwell as an escape, but now, Ava was there. Derik and Carol cautiously approached the man. Derik wielded a pipe he’d found on the rooftop. The man was trapped.

	The thief whirled on Carol and Derik and then spun back toward Ava.

	“Give up!” yelled Carol. “We’ve already called the police!” she bluffed.

	The man shifted his weight from one foot to the other and then he did the unthinkable. He dashed across the rooftop, dropped to his side, and slid over the edge of the building, catching the gutter on his way over. He hung for a moment and then dropped onto the Main Street Café’s awning. Then, finding his feet, he jumped onto the back of a Livingston dump truck filled with salt, waiting at the stoplight.

	“What?!” cried Ava in utter disbelief.

	She half-slid, half-fell down the steps just as the stoplight turned green. The truck spewed a cloud of diesel and then began gaining speed as it pulled out of the intersection, spewing pellets of salt onto the road to melt the ice. A crowd of surprised onlookers stood watching, their mouths hanging open.

	Ava sprinted after the truck as it lumbered away, her boots clomping along the icy road. But it was no use. Her breath came in ragged gasps; the truck continued to pull away.

	“Ugh!” She kicked the curb angrily. “So close!”

	She was about to give up and turn back when the truck’s brake lights lit up, and its left turn signal flickered on. A renewed vigor filled Ava’s body. The truck was pulling into Donelan’s Shopping Center. Ava put on a burst of speed and fumbled for her phone. 

	“Carol,” she gasped. “Yes, I’m okay. Meet me at Donelan’s!” She’d just entered the parking lot when she saw the man leap from the truck and dash into the grocery store.

	Ava lowered her head and ran as hard as she could. Her feet were in agony. She was sure she’d rubbed all the skin and bone off her heel. She imagined that all she had left were her toes.

	Ava was about to dash inside when a little old lady appeared, struggling to get through the doorway with her cart. Ava’s head dropped to her chest. The woman was trying to push her cart out the in door.

	“Let me get that for you. Can you hold these?” She handed the woman the shovel, the brush, and the poker.

	“Thank you so much, dear. So kind of you.”

	Ava quickly steered the cart to the correct door and lowered it off the sidewalk and onto the pavement. “There you go.” 

	“Thank you so much, young lady.” She handed Ava the fireplace implements, looking curiously at Ava.

	“You’re welcome. Merry Christmas.”

	“Merry Christmas.”

	Ava yanked the door open and immediately began operation recon. There were eight registers, but only one was occupied. At that moment, the cashier was crouched at the end of the register, restocking paper bags.

	She was about to ask him if he’d seen anyone, but he obviously was only focused on the task at hand. 

	If I were being chased, what would I do? Ava knew exactly what she would do. She sprinted to the rear of the store. I’d bolt out the back door!

	Ava made a beeline up the center of the store. “Bingo,” she whispered. A fresh set of muddy footprints led to a short hallway. To Ava’s left were two restrooms and a water fountain. A set of wet footprints led to a set of swinging doors. A small, golden placard above the doors read “Employees Only.” So, of course, Ava ignored the sign.

	The back of the store looked and smelled exactly how Ava thought it would—a warehouse. Stacks of pallets lined the walls. The air was thick and smelled like wet cardboard and stale coffee. Fluorescent light, the color of milk, spilled through the doorway of a room to her right. She slid along the wall and peeked inside, where she could see a long table, a microwave, and a coffee machine with a stack of Styrofoam cups beside it. Breakroom.

	Clang! Thump. Thump.

	Ava’s eyes focused on a metal door that stood alongside three truck bays. Gotcha. Ava quickly texted: Back of store. 

	She scurried across the cement floor and edged along the wall to the door. Her heart beat wildly. Be brave. She grabbed the handle and yanked the door open. There was a flash of white, and then Ava cried out as she was slammed to the floor. Her fireplace poker clanged to the ground and skittered away across the cement.

	“Ugh.” She scrambled backward like a crab, slamming into a pallet jack. A mountain of a man hurried toward her. She twisted her head from side to side looking for a weapon, but it was no use.

	“I’m so sorry, ma’am. Are you okay?”

	“One more step,” Ava warned, “and I’ll take you. Wait, what did you say?”

	“I was making sure you were all right. You sort of bounced off me like a pinball. Reminded me of my college football days.”

	Ava took a good look at the man. He was built like a truck. He was bald, with little squinty eyes, a large nose, and…. “Why is your mustache wearing a mask?”

	“I work in the bakery. We’re required to cover any facial hair.”

	“Then why aren’t your eyebrows covered?”

	“Good question, but please don’t suggest it to management.” The man smiled.

	“I won’t.” 

	The man reached out a hand and helped Ava to her feet. “Are you sure you’re okay? You took a nasty spill.”

	“Can I let you know tomorrow? I injure slowly.”

	The man tilted his massive head to the side curiously. “So, what are you doing skulking around the back of the store with a fireplace poker?”

	“First of all, I’m not sure what skulking means…or whether I should be offended or not.” Ava stared at him defiantly.

	The man smiled. “It means sneaking around.”

	“Oh. Good to know. Unfortunately, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

	“Try me.”

	“I’m chasing a robbery suspect. I followed his wet footprints to those doors.” She tilted her head to the hanging leather doors.

	The man snorted and then realized Ava wasn’t kidding.

	“So…,” Ava sighed. “From your look of disbelief, I’m guessing you didn’t see a man dressed in black run through here?”

	“Sorry to burst your bubble, but those wet footprints are mine. I was mopping the bakery. And you see that keypad? You have to know the code for the door, or the alarm will sound. No one has been through that door except for me. Maybe this is something for the police to handle.”

	“They’d never have made it in time,” Ava said disappointedly. “By the time they arrived, he would have been long gone.”

	“I see. I tell you what.” The man grabbed his mop and plopped it inside a yellow rolling bucket. He pointed to the double doors gesturing with his finger for Ava to walk ahead of him. “If I see a suspicious man dressed in black, you’ll be the first to know.”

	“Thank you.” Ava slid a card out of her phone case and handed it to the man. “My number’s on there if you see anything.”

	The man looked at the card. “Detective agency, huh?” But when he looked up, Ava was gone.

	Ava knew it was a longshot, but she checked the men and women’s restrooms. It was hard to admit failure. They’d been so close, but then the guy pulled a Cirque du Soleil off the rooftop of the building. Who is this guy?

	She’d no sooner stepped out of the hallway when Derik and Carol flew by.

	“Derik! Carol!”

	Derik twisted his head, looking back over his shoulder, then tripped over his own feet and slid across the floor on his belly, coming to a squeaky stop in front of a bin of bananas. Ava willed an avalanche of the bananas to fall on him.

	“How are you still alive?” Carol asked, grabbing him by his arm and pulling him to his feet.

	“Gravity hurts,” moaned Derik.

	Carol rolled her eyes and looked expectantly at Ava.

	“Sorry.” Ava made a face. “I lost him. I saw him leap from the salt truck and run into the store, but somehow he got away.”

	“This guy’s like Harry Houdini and Spider-Man rolled into one! How are we ever going to catch him?” asked Derik, pulling a dried grape from his hair.

	“Well,” Carol declared, “we’re going to use good, old detective work. Don’t worry. We’ll catch him.”


3
A Million-Mile Walk

	Ava leaned behind the stacked bundles of firewood in front of the store and retrieved Derik’s brush and Carol’s shovel.

	“Great,” Derik sighed, clearly not happy about being reunited with his bristle broom.

	“Donelan’s is closed tomorrow. So, we can’t check on the security video until Monday,” said Carol.

	“If they’ll even let us look at it,” Ava sighed. “From what the cashier said, the store manager is a million years old and doesn’t like children. Plus, it’s not like the guy stole something from their store.”

	“I wonder where he went,” Derik mused. “The warehouse area at the back of the store is the only exit, other than the front doors.”

	“Yeah, but he could have easily slipped out the front entrance while Ava was in the back. No way she could have kept an eye on the entire store. The security playback is our best option,” Carol explained. She was already deep in thought, devising a plan.

	Ava threw her head back dramatically and groaned, “My feet are killing me, and the Parkers’ house is a million miles away.”

	“Hey, isn’t that Mr. Hall?” Derik pointed to a man in a burgundy jacket. His arms were wrapped around a bag of groceries. “Maybe he could give us a ride.”

	“Yes,” smiled Ava. “Salvation.”

	“Hi, Mr. Hall!” Carol called out.

	“Oh.” He squinted at them. “Sorry. Hi, guys. Didn’t recognize you at first. My glasses fogged up, so I took them off. Blind as a bat without them.”

	“Not a worry, Mr. Hall.” Carol beamed. “How’s Elise and Erin?”

	“They’re enjoying winter break.” He smiled. “Although, I think they’re binge-watching too much Netflix.”

	“It’s easy to do,” Carol acknowledged. “I was wondering if you could help us with a tiny favor.”

	“I’ll do my best,” he offered. “What is it?”

	“Could you give us a ride back to the Parkers’ house? We’re taking care of their pets, and—”

	“I’m so sorry, guys.” Mr. Hall shook his head. “I didn’t drive. I only live about five minutes from here, so I walked. It’s such a beautiful night, and I just wanted some fresh air.”

	“Well,” Ava offered, “can we help carry your groceries for you?”

	“No,” Mr. Hall answered, pulling the bags toward him. “I’m sorry. To be honest, I’m just a little on edge. My wife is in the hospital. We’re having some minor complications with her pregnancy…and she may not be home for Christmas this year.”

	“Oh,” Carol replied softly. “I’m sorry to hear that. If there is any way we can help with your children or anything you need—just let us know.”

	Ava and Derik nodded in agreement. “Anything,” added Ava. “We’ve got two weeks off from school.”

	“I will. That’s very kind of you. Thank you, guys, so much.”

	Ava could see the tears forming in his eyes.

	“Merry Christmas,” he said as he walked away.

	“Merry Christmas,” the trio chorused, feeling the weight of the moment on their shoulders.

	 


4
Who is Roy Lichtenstein?

	Ava, Carol, and Derik trudged up the steps to the Parkers’ house. Carol unlocked the door and plopped on the floor. Derik and Ava sat down beside her and gingerly removed their snow boots and socks. Carol lay her head back against the wall; every single muscle and bone ached.

	Ava was surprised that she still had a foot left. She was expecting her toes to roll out of her socks like tiny sausages.

	“Come on,” Carol sighed, pulling herself to her feet. “We’ve got to figure out what the thief was after.”

	Derik looked at Ava, who simply shrugged. “She’s your wife, not mine.”

	Carol knelt in the hallway outside Mr. Parker’s study. She pulled out her phone and snapped several pictures of a boot print.

	“Looks like a size ten,” guessed Ava.

	“Yeah, thereabouts,” agreed Carol.

	Derik stood in the doorway. “Now, that’s what I call an office.”

	Mr. Parker’s office was actually the size of three rooms. A gray-blue carpet extended the length of the room. The trim work was white, as were the walls. Long, narrow windows lined the opposing wall, and at the opposite end of the room stood a fireplace with numerous comfy chairs arranged in front of it.

	The walls were lined with books and expensive-looking treasures. At the front of the room sat a large mahogany desk, on top of which were dozens of manila files and two massive computer monitors. A pair of blue reading glasses sat in front of the keyboard.

	It was the wall behind the desk that interested the girls the most because on the floor lay a broken picture frame, and above that frame, two naked bolts protruded from the wall.

	Carol stood in the doorway and took pictures of the room. She slowly made her way to the desk and to the broken picture frame.

	“Ava.” Carol pointed at the wall. “That’s an Andy Warhol,” she exclaimed.

	“And that’s a Roy Lichtenstein,” Ava gasped.

	“Do you even know who Roy Lichtenstein is?”

	“Yes, a painter.”

	“This artwork is worth hundreds of thousands of dollars.” Carol shook her head, amazed at the Parkers’ collection.

	“Why did the thief just take the one?”

	“Maybe we scared him away? He probably heard us coming,” Carol suggested.

	“I may be able to help,” Derik offered. “My dad said Mr. Parker had recently done a wire transfer to Phillips Auction House in New York. I wasn’t supposed to say anything, but—”

	“Spit it out,” Ava ordered.

	“He bought a limited-print edition of a Jackson Pollock painting, worth over forty thousand dollars. It was supposed to be a secret, but Mr. Parker couldn’t contain himself.”

	Ava felt sick. A thief had come into the Parkers’ residence and stolen a forty-thousand-dollar painting right under their noses.

	“What do we do?” Derik asked.

	Carol sighed. “We’ll have to call the police and report the theft.”

	“They’re going to be incredibly angry when they find out we didn’t call them right away,” said Derik.

	“We could simply try to solve the case and not tell them,” Ava offered.

	“No,” Carol said emphatically. “We owe it to Mr. Parker to do the right thing.”

	“But they’re going to call him, and it’s going to ruin his family’s Christmas.” 

	“It’s got to be reported, Aves. Plus, I’m sure he had his painting insured.”

	“This is the worst Christmas ever,” Ava fumed. “First, the Parkers’ house is burglarized while we’re watching over it. Then, the burglar gets away, and then, Mr. Hall’s wife may be stuck in the hospital for Christmas. Nothing is going right.”

	Carol was quiet for a moment. “Let me handle the police.” She smiled mischievously. “I have a plan.”

	 


5
Hacking 101

	Carol spent an hour speaking to the police. When she’d finally finished and said good night, she returned to the living room, a glint of devilment in her eyes.

	“Okay,” Carol said, rubbing her hands together. “We need to get to The Lair.”

	“You want to clue us in on what’s going on in that big head of yours?” Ava asked.

	“I do. Derik, it’s 9:07. You need to call your parents and tell them you’ll be home shortly. Tell them you’re at Ava’s and finishing up a game.”

	“But I’m not.”

	“You will be. Grab your boots and coats—we’ve got to hurry. The police won’t be able to access the video feed from the grocery store until tomorrow—if then, because they’re closed tomorrow. We need to get to that feed before them.”

	“How? Wait,” Derik said, putting his hands over his ears. “I don’t want to know.”

	“You’re probably right,” Carol agreed.

	***

	Ava unlocked the door to their basement, otherwise known as The Lair. It was Ava and Carol’s crime-fighting laboratory, fully stocked with crime-fighting forensic equipment. 

	Carol dashed over to the desk, grabbed a laptop, and slipped it into a backpack.

	“Is that all you need?” Derik asked.

	“Yep.” Carol shrugged the backpack over her shoulders. “We’ll just….”

	Derik’s phone chimed loudly. “Ugh.” He threw his head back. “I have to go.”

	“Your parents?” Ava asked.

	“Yep.” He didn’t try to hide his disappointment.

	“It’s all right.” Ava patted his shoulder. “We’ll keep you updated by text.”

	Ava locked the door behind them. They grabbed their bikes and walked them to the end of Ava’s driveway.

	“Be sure to let me know what’s going on.”

	“I promise,” said Ava.

	“Don’t do anything stupid.” Derik gave them a sad smile as he climbed onto his bike.

	“You’ll need to lower your expectations.” Ava grinned.

	***

	Ava and Carol scanned the store parking lot. It was empty, except for several towering mountains of plowed snow and one lone car. The store interior was dark except for a smattering of emergency lights.

	“Empty grocery stores always look creepy,” said Ava.

	Carol didn’t answer; she was more interested in the lone car in the center of the parking lot. She pulled alongside the driver’s side door and wiped snow away from the window. Snow and ice covered the top of the car, and the rear bumper was covered in bumper stickers.

	“Looks abandoned,” Carol said softly.

	“And like the only things holding it together are those bumper stickers,” Ava added.

	Carol brushed more snow away from the window and door. She pointed to a white T-shirt threaded through the door handle. “Definitely abandoned.”

	“Plus, no tire tracks,” added Ava, “and it snowed today.”

	“All right. The store’s empty. Car’s empty. Where should we set up?”

	“Probably the woods,” Ava suggested. “That way, we can hide our bikes, and I can keep an eye on things while you do whatever it is that you do.”

	Carol eyed the woods that bordered Donelan’s and nodded. “Yeah, that way I won’t be distracted.”

	“Do you really think you can hack into their system?”

	“Hopefully.” Carol leaned forward over her handlebars and began pedaling. “If they left the default settings turned on for their security cameras, I can, and fortunately for us, many companies do.”

	“That’s dumb.”

	“Well, businesses like grocery stores don’t really think that people are going to be breaking into their video feeds.”

	“Yeah, true, but we don’t need their live video feed. We need the recorded video.”

	“I’m proud of you.” Carol smiled. “You’re exactly right, and that’s why we will use the weakest link in their chain: the CCTV camera. It has to send the video feed to a server. I’ll run software that enables me to monitor their network. I want to find where the data from the cameras are being stored. Once I get that information, I’ll simply access that computer and view the files.”

	“You make it sound so easy.”

	“Trust me, you don’t want to hear about…downloading packets, unencrypted data traffic intercepts—”

	“Okay, okay,” Ava agreed, holding up her hands. “You do you. I’ll be sitting over there…,” she pointed to a small clearing, “…playing with sticks and mud if you need me.”

	“All right.” Carol laughed. “Fair enough.” She trudged up the snowy embankment and disappeared into the woods. 

	Ava made her way to the edge of the tree line and sat where she had a clear view of the parking lot. She stretched her legs out in front of her and plucked a sappy pine needle from her leggings. Ava closed her eyes. She was exhausted. She replayed the chase in her mind. What could I have done better? Maybe I should have called the police. 

	She did a quick sweep of the parking lot; her eyes came to a rest on the lone car.

	Why had the man led us on a chase through the city? He could have simply run to his car and taken off. He had a huge head-start. We would have never caught him. Unless he hid his car in the city amongst other cars to blend in. No one would really look twice at a man dressed in winter clothing. 

	Ava looked up as a cantankerous garbage truck lumbered across the parking lot, its amber light swirling. 

	Maybe the thief lives nearby, or he somehow knew the Parkers had artwork. Didn’t Derik say Mr. Parker was bragging about it at the bank? Ava was jolted out of her thoughts by Carol’s voice.

	“Aves, come here.”

	“Coming.” Ava trudged up the embankment; she could tell from the expression on Carol’s face that she was upset. “What is it? You can’t get in?”

	“Watch,” whispered Carol.

	Ava dropped to the ground and scooted up beside her. The security camera footage began to play; digitized numbers scrolled at the top of the display.

	“That’s him, all right,” Ava said softly. 

	The thief hesitated for a moment behind the cashier, who was busily cutting open a bundle of grocery bags. He never looked up.

	The cashier never saw me either, Ava recalled.

	The man slipped between the registers, grabbed a paper bag, and hurried to the far side of the store. He raced along the perimeter to the frozen-food section and peered around the corner.

	“What’s he doing?” Ava asked.

	“Just watch,” Carol replied. 

	Ava’s question was answered a few seconds later. It felt surreal to watch herself run into the grocery store. The cashier remained completely oblivious of what was transpiring behind him. Ava bolted past the registers, heading toward the back of the store.

	The thief dropped to his knees, removed his coat, turned it inside out, and put it back on. Only now it was red. He took his backpack off and hid it inside a freezer. He removed his hat and then fished a pair of glasses out of his pocket and put them on. He then calmly made his way to the front of the store.

	Ava’s breath caught in her throat. “Is that…?”

	“Yes. It’s Mr. Hall.”

	Ava felt sick to her stomach. She didn’t need to see anymore. “So, he switched out his clothes and just walked out of the store.”

	Carol nodded. “He stuffed his backpack and hat into the bag and then waltzed right out the door.”

	Ava stared at Carol, dumbfounded. “What do we do? If the police see this….”

	“I know,” Carol replied. “He’ll go to jail for sure.” She looked up at Ava with sad eyes. “Why would he do this?”

	“I don’t know. We’ve got to get to the bottom of this, and fast, before the police figure out he’s the thief.”

	 


6
Bad News

	Ava took in a deep breath and then knocked on Mr. Hall’s door. He lived in a modest brick rancher with a paved drive.

	“I wonder if I should knock again. Their television is so loud.”

	“Give it a second. He’s definitely here,” said Carol softly. “His car’s in the driveway, and—”

	The door swung open, and a curly-haired blond girl with huge brown eyes stared up at Ava and Carol. It was Elise, Mr. Hall’s youngest daughter.

	“Good morning, Elise,” Carol chirped, then knelt down to make the child feel more at ease. “What are you reading?”

	The little girl grinned shyly and hugged her book to her chest. “Dr. Seuss,” she replied softly. She raised up on her toes and flipped the book so they could see the cover.

	“Green Eggs and Ham! That’s one of my favorites,” Ava gushed.

	“He’s not a real doctor,” Elise informed them.

	“He’s not?” Carol asked.

	“No,” Elise smiled, revealing two missing teeth. “His name was Theodor Seuss Geisel and he lived in Massachusetts.”

	“That’s right.” Carol nodded. “You’re incredibly smart for a twenty-year-old.”

	“I’m not twenty! I’m five, silly!” The little girl twisted her body from side to side. 

	“You know what else?” Carol added. “Dr. Seuss lived in Springfield, Massachusetts—only an hour from your house.”

	“An hour?” The little girl’s eyes opened even wider. “Wow!”

	“Who are you talking to, honey?” Mr. Hall appeared in the doorway, wearing jeans, snow boots, and a Davis micro striped hoodie. The color drained from his face when he saw the girls.

	“Good morning, Mr. Hall,” the girls chorused.

	“Good morning.” His eyes flickered nervously between Ava and Carol.

	“We were wondering if we could talk to you for a moment.” Ava gave Elise a reassuring smile. “Do you think it would be okay if we talk to your dad alone for a minute?”

	Another curious little face appeared at the back of the room, her brown hair a tangle of curls. She looks just like her mother, Ava thought, then gave her a tiny wave and smiled.

	Mr. Hall swallowed hard. He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. “Elise, I need to talk to Ava and Carol for a minute. It’s about Christmas.” He smiled tenderly at his daughter. “We don’t want to spoil any surprises.”

	The little girl looked up at her dad. “But you promised…!”

	“Sweety, I promise I’ll make cookies with you as soon as I’m finished. Can you and your sister wait in your bedroom for five minutes?”

	The little girl sighed dramatically. This was a tough decision for her to make.

	“We’ll even work on the gingerbread house, okay?” He kissed his daughter on the top of her head. “I’ll come get you in just a few minutes.”

	Elise hesitated a moment and then nodded. “Okay.” 

	She waved goodbye to Ava and Carol and then scurried away, her book clutched to her chest.

	Mr. Hall stepped outside onto his front porch and crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes were red and puffy; he looked absolutely exhausted.

	“Mr. Hall,” Carol started, “I think you know why we’re here.”

	“Yes. Yes.” Mr. Hall waved his hands. “But I told you girls, I’m fine. I don’t need any help. Thank you so much for offering.”

	Carol took in a deep breath. “Mr. Hall, we know that you stole the painting.” The words came tumbling out all at once.

	“What?” His face flushed red with anger. “Carol Miller, how dare you accuse me of such a thing. I’ve known your parents since middle school. And to think—”

	“Enough, Mr. Hall.” Ava handed him a photo.

	Mr. Hall’s hand began to tremble; his jaw tightened with resolve. “I was grocery shopping, yes, but I had nothing to do with the theft of that painting.”

	“We have video of you entering the store, switching your jacket, removing your stocking mask, hiding your backpack in the frozen-food section, and then later hiding it in a grocery bag,” Carol said calmly. 

	“We also compared this boot print…,” Ava held up her phone, “…to the boot prints leading from your car to the house. You see the star pattern—and the chunk torn out at the heel? They’re a perfect match,” she said softly.

	Mr. Hall closed his eyes; tears began streaming down his cheeks. His entire body convulsed with sobs. “What have I done? What have I done?” He held his trembling hands to his face as if in prayer.

	“We’re not here to cause any trouble.” Carol put a hand on his shoulder. “But we need to get Mr. Parker’s painting back before the police figure out what happened. We’re here to help.”

	“That’s the thing.” The words were barely recognizable through his sobs. “I no longer have it.” He collapsed to his knees in front of them, crying uncontrollably.

	 


7
Desperate

	Ava checked in on Elise and Erin while Carol spoke with Mr. Hall. When she returned to the living room, he was seated in a chair, elbows on his thighs, his hands covering his face.

	“You’ve got to believe me. I tried everything I could think of. Uber, delivering pizzas, yardwork…. I even sold my prized Gibson guitar my grandfather gave me. It was ninety years old!”

	“What about the bank? Derik’s father—”

	“Derik’s father gave me a loan, but when I lost my job, I lost my insurance. My wife’s medical bills have been in the thousands. I tried to get another loan, but with both of us out of work and no collateral to speak of—”

	“How did you find out about Mr. Parker’s painting? When you were in the house, you knew exactly where to go,” Carol pointed out.

	“I was at the bank trying to get a second loan when I overheard Mr. Parker bragging to Derik’s father about his new painting. He was so boisterous, standing there gloating about the new painting and how he was taking his whole family to Monaco for Christmas…. I know it was wrong, but it made me so angry.”

	Ava grabbed a box of tissues off the coffee table and handed it to him.

	“Thank you,” he whispered. “Jen’s been in the hospital for over three weeks now. I had to make choices. Do I let another mortgage payment slide? Do I make a car payment…or do I put food on the table for my children?” He looked up at Ava and Carol with pained eyes. “So, I did what I had to do.”

	“The first thing you decided to do was steal a painting. It’s not like you could sell it immediately.”

	“I wasn’t trying to sell it.”

	Ava and Carol shared a look of confusion. “Then why steal it?”

	“When I left the bank, this guy approached me on the way to my car. He said he knew someone that would give me a loan—but, he warned me that the interest was insane and that I had to pay them back on time or he’d break a few bones.”

	“Sounds like a loan shark or the mob,” said Carol, disgusted.

	Mr. Hall shook his head. “I knew who it was, but I was desperate. One day, you girls will have a family, and you’ll understand. When it comes to your kids, you’ll do just about anything.” He pulled another tissue from the box, wiped his nose, and balled it up in his hand.

	“I’m guessing you couldn’t pay them back, and that’s why you stole the painting,” Ava surmised.

	“Yes. The thing is, I did pay them back, but I couldn’t pay the interest back on time. I was working sixteen-hour days, leaving my children alone for hours.” Mr. Hall grew silent, filled with remorse and shame.

	Ava and Carol sat quietly, allowing him to regain his composure.

	When he finally spoke, his voice was as soft as a whisper. “They told me I had forty-eight hours to come up with the money, or they were going to burn my house to the ground.” He looked at the girls, tears pouring down his face. “I couldn’t go to the police. They’d have arrested me for stealing the painting.” He looked from Ava to Carol, his face twisted in pain. “What would you have done? What?”

	“I don’t know, Mr. Hall,” Carol answered tenderly. “But what I do know is that you need help, and we need to make this right.”

	“Girls, no one’s going to give me money. I went back to the bank and begged them for a loan, and as I stood there in the lobby, with the bank manager telling me how sorry he was, Fred Parker stood there in his Brooks Brothers trench coat, bragging about his new Jackson Pollock painting and how amazing it would look in his collection.” 

	“So, you broke in and gave the painting to the loan sharks to pay off your interest?” asked Carol.

	“Yes. I gave them the painting, and they told me I was off the hook. But I don’t feel like I’m off the hook. I’ve done something terribly wrong, and it’s going to be my wife and kids that are going to suffer.” Mr. Hall’s eyes filled with tears of shame and sorrow.

	“Mr. Hall, we realize you did what you did for your family,” Carol said softly. “Ava and I are going to try to help you. We’ve only got a little bit of time, but we need you to trust us. Can you do that?”

	“Yes,” he whispered. “I’ll do whatever it takes to make this right.”

	“All right, here’s our card. We’re going to get to work. Call us if anything happens that you think we should know about,” Carol instructed. 

	“We’ll figure this out.” Ava smiled gently. “Take care of your daughters. We’ll show ourselves out.”

	“Thank you,” whispered Mr. Hall. Finally, he felt the smallest glimmer of hope.

	 


8
Stakeout or Ballet?

	“Maybe they haven’t sold the painting yet,” suggested Derik. “It’s not like you can just pop it up on eBay. Those things can take a while. My dad says that criminals usually hold on to artwork for months—even years—before trying to move it because the police are keeping an eye out for it.”

	He stood in front of the crime board—a massive dry erase board on wheels. Ava and Carol used the board to create timelines of the cases they were solving. The girls had decided against putting Mr. Hall’s name on the board. The last thing they needed was for Ava’s parents to see him as a suspect.

	“Yeah,” Carol replied. “We actually learned quite a bit about art theft when we worked with Agent Andrews from the Art Crime Division of the FBI. We helped find a painting that was stolen from the National Gallery of Art.”

	“Yeah.” Derik grinned. “I remember.” He blushed slightly. “It’s not like I’m telling you guys something you don’t already know.”

	“Our only way to get Mr. Hall out of this mess is to find the loan sharks and their hangout and get the painting back.”

	“Sounds great, but how do you propose we do that? It’s not like they advertise their services,” Ava pointed out.

	“We’re going to get the information from Mr. Hall,” Carol declared.

	“You just talked to him. Why didn’t you get the information then?” Derik asked.

	“He needed a little bit of time. If you’d seen him….”

	“Yeah.” Derik shook his head. “My dad couldn’t sleep the other night because he had to tell his bank manager not to approve his loan.”

	“It can’t be easy,” Carol acknowledged. “You want to help, but sometimes your hands are tied.”

	“If he’d just reached out to the community,” Ava insisted.

	“We’re getting off-track, guys. We’ve got to stay focused and ahead of the police on this one,” Carol insisted.

	“You’re right,” Ava agreed.

	“So, if everyone agrees, here’s what I propose. We ask Mr. Hall if he knows where we can find them. Once we know their location, we set up recon, wait for them, and retrieve the painting.”

	“Love the plan, Carol, except for one major flaw. If we find their headquarters and take their painting, don’t you think they’re going to blame Mr. Hall and come after him? They’ll be even angrier at that point,” said Derik.

	“You’re right,” Carol agreed. “That’s why I plan on replacing the painting with a replica.”

	“That could work.” Ava nodded. “Like you said, Derik, it can take months to move a painting. That will buy us plenty of time!”

	“Derik, we know that the painting is a Jackson Pollock. Is there any way your dad can tell us exactly which painting it is?” Carol asked.

	“I don’t know,” Derik said, “but I can find out.”

	“In the meantime,” Carol added, thinking aloud, “we’ll need to find a print shop open on Sundays with the ability to replicate fine art.”

	Derik grabbed his phone from the pocket of his hoodie and called his dad. He walked in circles from one end of The Lair to the other until his father finally answered. While Derik talked to his dad, Carol and Ava Googled local printing services. 

	“Right there.” Carol tapped the screen. “Apex Art Lab in Lexington. It says ‘Canvas prints and fine art wraps.’ Also says they’re open from ten to three.”

	Ava glanced at the digital clock at the corner of the screen. “Great, if Derik can figure out—”

	Derik was shaking his head. “He only knows the name of the auction house the digital check was sent to.”

	Carol sighed. “There’s no way the auction house is going to be opened on Sunday.”

	“Yeah, but remember, a lot of times they list items that were recently sold. I can’t imagine there would be a lot of Jackson Pollock paintings,” Ava offered.

	“Phillips Auction House in New York,” said Derik, hanging up his phone.

	“While you check on that…,” Ava turned to Carol, “…I’m going to call Mr. Hall and see what I can find out about the loan sharks. Can you help with a stakeout tonight?” she asked Derik.

	“I can’t. I’ve got to go to the Nutcracker Ballet tonight.” His face reddened. “I know,” he said, seeing Ava’s smile. “It’s a family tradition, okay?”

	“I just think it’s adorable.” Ava shrugged and danced away. “And a one, two, three, plié.”
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Eagle or Beagle

	“Well?” Carol asked eagerly. “What did Mr. Hall say?”

	“He was about as helpful as an empty piggy bank,” Ava declared.

	“Meaning…?” prompted Carol.

	“He never met them at the same location twice. And I’m pretty sure they were not at the headquarters where they run their little crime venture. His first meeting was at the commuter lot at the Concord train station. His second meeting took place at Boston Common.”

	“I love Boston Common! It’s beautiful,” Derik exclaimed.

	And so are you, Carol wanted to say, but instead, she asked, “Did he happen to see their vehicle?”

	Ava shook her head. “Mr. Hall said he never saw them arrive or leave. My best guess is, they teleported.”

	Carol chewed on her bottom lip. “They probably arranged meeting places where there weren’t any cameras. Did he at least get a description of them?”

	“His description of the two guys basically fits half the men in Massachusetts in their middle thirties. Pale, some facial hair, dark-colored stocking cap, and dark clothes.”

	“Not much to go on. No distinguishing features? No scars? A limp?”

	“Oh, yeah,” Ava snapped. “He did mention that the guy who did most of the talking had an eagle tattoo on his neck. At least I think he said eagle.” Ava made a face. “Either an eagle or a beagle.”

	“If I had an eagle tattoo, I would make sure it was doing something heroic, like rescuing a baby from a burning building. Or,” Derik exclaimed, “showing off its hunting prowess! You know, like have a fish dangling from its talons.”

	“If you really want it to look savage, it should be carrying a tiger shark,” Ava suggested.

	“Or a very small lion,” Derik chimed in.

	“Anyway,” Carol interjected loudly, “whilst Ava’s call was a complete waste of time, I made some definite headway.”

	“Hey.” Ava balled her face up. “It’s better to know what you don’t know than to assume that you know what you don’t.”

	“I’m just going to have to agree with you at this point because you’re giving me a monster headache,” Carol moaned.

	“Gotta be super-painful with a forehead as big as yours.”

	“Tell us what you figured out,” Derik encouraged. “Every piece of the puzzle is equally important.”

	“Thank you, Derik. At least someone understands the value of my investigative skills. Mr. Parker’s painting is a limited print signed by the artist Jackson Pollock. He purchased edition number five of a print titled Chaos.”

	“How do you know he bought number five?” asked Ava.

	“Easy. The auction house only had one Jackson Pollock print, and it was marked as number five of fifty.”

	“I wonder why he bought a print and not the actual painting,” Derik said.

	“A lot of artists offer limited prints of their artwork. It makes them extra money and allows people who can’t afford an original to buy a work of art signed by the artist. The prints are still extremely valuable since they only allow a certain number to be released.”

	“How much more are we talking about?” Derik asked. “If it’s not too much, I’d want an original.”

	“To put things in perspective, Jackson Pollock’s painting The Blue Unconscious sold for nearly twenty-one million dollars,” Carol explained.

	Derik attempted to whistle but remembered he didn’t know how. So, he just made a breathy “woo” sound. “That’s quite impressive.”

	“Can we see the painting Mr. Parker bought?” Ava asked.

	“Sure.” Carol flipped her laptop around. Ava leaned in to inspect the painting.

	“No wonder he named it Chaos. It looks like someone put a piece of paper in a box of pencils and shook it.”

	“I’ve seen better drawings from a seismograph,” Derik agreed.

	Carol simply rolled her eyes and sighed. “Neophytes.” 

	“Great job on tracking the painting down, Big Brain, but how do we reproduce it?”

	“Excellent question, Ava. I found a high-quality rendering of the print. I emailed it to Apex Art Lab in Lexington. And, according to their website, they can have a rush job ready by this afternoon.”

	“Impressive,” said Derik. He made a face that confirmed his compliment.

	“And with any luck…. Oh, and my inner voice, whom I’ve named Olga, tells me that the loan sharks are most likely not art enthusiasts. So, an exact replica would pretty much go unnoticed.”

	“I concur with Olga,” Carol nodded.

	“Olga says thanks for the vote of confidence.”

	“Now, we’ve just got to figure out how to find the loan sharks and swap the painting,” said Derik.

	“Mr. Hall has their number. He could always call them,” Ava offered.

	“And tell them what? I hardly doubt he wants to be on their radar again,” Carol replied.

	“Well, how else are we going to find them?”

	“I don’t know,” Carol admitted. “We’ll figure it out. We have to.”
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Frozen Eyeballs

	It was after five when Carol received an email from the Apex Art Lab that the print was ready. “Come on, guys,” she barked, jumping to her feet. “The artwork’s ready, and they close in twenty-five minutes.”

	“If we’d planned ahead,” Ava fussed, “we could have already been in Lexington, waiting.”

	“Consider this your workout of the day. Twenty minutes of extreme biking in sub-freezing weather. It’ll build character,” Carol smiled as she shook on her heavy coat.

	***

	The sky was tombstone gray and threatened rain as the trio made their way through the town of Concord into Lexington. 

	“We seriously need to upgrade our mode of transportation. I can’t feel my body from my hair down to my toes,” Derik complained. “I believe my fingers have become one with my handlebars.”

	“My eyeballs are frozen,” Ava yelled back over her shoulder. “However, I could make a fortune at staring contests.”

	“We’re almost there,” Carol called out over huffs and puffs. “It’s just past the post office on the right-hand side.”

	“I see it.” Ava pointed a gloved finger at a large white sign that read “Apex Art Lab” in gold lettering. An arrow at the bottom of the sign pointed to a narrow drive made up of interlaced stonework.

	The art lab looked more like a two-story home than it did a business. The exterior was made of tan slat board with green trim work around the windows. A red-neon open sign shined brightly from a window. The trio rested their bikes against the front and hurried inside.

	A blast of warm air met them as they stepped into the lobby. Ava located a space heater and began defrosting her eyeballs.

	A young woman with pink and purple hair and dozens of piercings eyed the children as they made their way to the counter. If there was ever an award for greatest human pin cushion, she would have won. As much as the woman seemed to enjoy things that poked holes in her, she seemed to also have an affinity for purple. She wore purple contacts, purple lipstick, and a purple scarf with lilac flowers.

	Ava leaned toward Derik and whispered, “I dare you to ask her what her favorite color is.”

	“Excuse me, ma’am,” Carol said, approaching the counter. “I received an email that my artwork is ready. My order number is…,” she looked at her phone, “20122.”

	“Wonderful,” chirped the woman in a bubbly voice.

	Derik turned to Ava. “I wasn’t expecting that,” he whispered.

	“One moment, Miss Miller.” The woman exited into a room directly behind the counter.

	“Did you hear that?” Carol asked smugly, crossing her arms. “She called me Miss.”

	“Pfft. That’s not a compliment.” Ava shook her head. “It simply means you can’t hit anything no matter how hard you try.”

	Derik turned his back and snickered, which Carol decided would cost him dearly. 

	“I like it in here. It has that new-book smell. Like if you inhale, you immediately become smarter,” said Ava.

	Carol was about to comment when the woman returned to the counter and motioned her over. 

	“This is a lovely print. Jackson Pollock is one of my favorite artists.” She lay the canvas onto a wooden table beneath a table lamp.

	“Wow.” Carol leaned in closer, examining the artwork. “It’s gorgeous. You guys did an amazing job.”

	“Thank you. I like to think that we excel in fine art reproduction.” The woman beamed. She placed a protective covering over the painting, gently positioned it between two pieces of cardboard, and then placed everything in a large black plastic bag with the words “Apex Art Lab” printed in gold.

	“Even your bags are a work of art,” Carol gushed.

	The woman smiled at Carol. “Well, aren’t you just the nicest thing? I’m going to give you an employee discount.”

	“Thank you!” Carol exclaimed. She turned and cocked an eyebrow at Ava, who was too busy smelling candles to notice.

	 


11
The Scam

	“No dice. I’ve searched online for every publicly accessible webcam, and there’s nothing overlooking the commuter station. And there’s only two in Boston Common, and they’re both pointing at the Charles River.”

	“Then, the only card we have to play is Mr. Hall calling the loan sharks and arranging a meeting.”

	Carol shook her head. “What’s he going to say? He can’t just call them out of the blue. These people are dangerous.”

	“I don’t know,” Ava replied. “I’m working on it.”

	“And we’re running out of time. I’m sure there’s going to be traffic camera footage of Mr. Hall and his car. It’s not going to be long before the police put two and two together.”

	“That’s right.” Ava snapped her fingers. “Speaking of video, didn’t Mr. Hall say he was approached by a guy at the bank? We could ask Derik’s dad for the security video. Maybe the guy is a patron of the bank.”

	“Yep, it’s a good idea, but it’s eight o’clock, and they’re at the ballet. So, no way it’s going to happen tonight.”

	Ava collapsed onto the couch and sighed. “I’m going to figure this out. I just need to close my eyes for a few.”

	***

	Carol shook her head and wiped a string of drool from her chin; she’d fallen asleep. Ava was sleeping restlessly on the couch a few feet away from her. She was about to flick off the television when she saw Detective Edwards, a close friend of Ava’s mother, exiting a house in Livingston.

	Carol unmuted the television and shook Ava.

	“What is it?” Ava blinked her eyes, trying to focus.

	“TV,” said Carol, directing Ava’s attention to the television. “Looks like a robbery here in Livingston.”

	“A robbery?” Ava was instantly awake. She turned to Carol, a look of dismay on her face. “You don’t think….” She cut herself off.

	Carol didn’t answer. She jabbed at the remote, turning up the volume.

	A woman reporter stood on the sidewalk, her news van parked behind her. She wore a knit hat and a brown overcoat. Her cheeks and nose were bright red.

	“So far, there have been three burglaries that we know of. The victims all part of an internet scheme. We’ve been told that the police cyber unit is making headway on tracing the perpetrators.”

	The camera swiveled to a massive brick house. Detective Edwards stood on the porch talking to two other officers. He turned and nodded to the reporter and made his way over.

	“Detective Edwards, please, if you would, explain to our viewers what they need to know, so they too don’t fall victim to this heinous crime.”

	Detective Edwards stared into the camera. He looked like a movie star. Gray-blue eyes, short brown hair perfectly groomed. He was dressed in a black suit with a dark gray overcoat, his voice calm yet filled with authority.

	“Folks, simply put, the perpetrators created Facebook advertisements that were shown only to people living in Livingston and who like the Boston Ballet Facebook page.”

	An image of the Facebook advertisement popped up on the screen as Detective Edwards continued explaining the crime.

	“The advertisement said that the Boston Ballet was giving away twenty first-row tickets to the performance worth about $300 apiece.”

	“That’s quite enticing!” the reporter exclaimed.

	“Yes,” agreed Detective Edwards. “When a person clicked on the advertisement, they were sent to an official-looking page that asked for their address and contact information. The thieves chose a handful of targets and sent them tickets, and while the homeowners were away enjoying the ballet, the thieves robbed their houses.”

	“Such a horrible crime, and just before Christmas,” the reporter said somberly. “I know you don’t want to give too many details on the investigation, but do you have any suspects?”

	“You’re exactly right, Charlotte, we want to keep the community informed and safe, but at the moment, we need to be careful as to how much information we release. I will say this: Our cybercrime unit is making headway, and we have found some items of interest in our investigation.”

	Detective Edwards stared straight into the camera, his chiseled good looks looking even more chiseled in the overhead lighting.

	“I bet a hundred women are sighing right now,” said Ava.

	“Folks, if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is. Before giving out your information, call the organization to make sure that the giveaway and the organization are legitimate.”

	“Thank you so much, Detective Edwards, and Merry Christmas.”

	“Merry Christmas, Charlotte.”

	The camera followed Detective Edwards for a moment as he trudged through the snow, heading back toward the house, and then panned back to Charlotte.

	“One point of interest: A neighbor that would like to remain anonymous called into the station and said that he saw an older model Honda that she didn’t recognize leaving the scene. We’ll keep you updated as more on this story unfolds. I’m Charlotte Wright reporting from Livingston. Stay safe, everyone, and back to you, Jay.”

	Carol muted the television; her heart sank. “You don’t think…?”

	“It’s the same car.” The words had no sooner escaped Ava’s lips when her phone rang. “It’s Mr. Hall,” she said, looking at the screen.

	“He’s probably watching the news. Answer it.” 

	As soon as Ava connected, she could hear Mr. Hall’s panicked voice. 

	“I’m being set up! They’re setting me up! They’ll put two and two together.”

	“Mr. Hall, I’m putting you on speakerphone. What do you mean you’re being set up? Are you saying that you didn’t rob the houses?”

	“No!” he gasped. “I didn’t rob them!”

	“Do you have an alibi? We need to establish one. Where were you tonight between seven and ten o’clock?” 

	“Watching the movie Elf with my daughters. I put them to bed about nine and then I called my wife and cleaned the kitchen.”

	“You never left the house?” Carol asked.

	“No. Well, I did around ten. I thought I heard something outside. I didn’t see anything, but there were boot prints around my car.”

	Carol looked at Ava. “Do you think they stole his car to make him look like he was the one committing the crimes?”

	“I wouldn’t put anything past them.”

	“Mr. Hall, we’re going to call you back in five minutes. We’re going to figure this out,” said Carol, meaning every word.

	Ava ended the call. “Do you believe him?”

	“I want to believe him. He loves his wife and kids. I don’t think he would do anything else to put their future in jeopardy, especially when he knows we’re doing everything we can to help him.”

	“I agree,” Ava nodded. “All right, then, I’ve got a plan.”

	“Okay. Just so you know, your plans usually lead to death and destruction.”

	“Thank you,” Ava replied proudly. “Shall I continue?”

	“Please.”

	“Mr. Hall is going to call the loan sharks.”

	Carol instantly made a face and crossed her arms. 

	“Just hear me out! He’ll tell them that he is desperate to meet them, that he needs another five thousand or he’s going to lose his house. Maybe even ten thousand—I don’t know how this whole mortgage thing works. In exchange for the money, he’ll tell them that he knows a house that has hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of artwork.”

	“He tells them that he’ll steal some of the artwork for them,” Carol added excitedly.

	Ava was already nodding. “Yes, yes, exactly. He sets up a meeting with them, and then we, using our incredible investigative skills, track the bad guys back to their hideout.”

	“It’s brilliant! I’ve been wanting to try out our new GPS tracker.”

	“Me too.” Ava held up a tiny device between her index finger and thumb. The miniature tracker was the width and thickness of a quarter. “LASTreker, it’s time for your debut.”

	



	

12
The Loan Sharks

	It was nearly three o’clock. Ava and Carol waited for Mr. Hall inside the reference section of the Concord Library. The room was empty except for an old man with a comically large mustache who’d fallen asleep with a book on his chest and two Asian girls bickering over a computer.

	Carol had instructed Mr. Hall to make a series of turns and stops before picking them up to make sure he wasn’t being followed. She was proud of Mr. Hall. He’d convinced the loan sharks to meet him at the train station commuter lot. There would be just enough people there for Ava and Carol to get close to them and slip the GPS tracker into one of their coat pockets.

	“I think that’s him.” Carol tapped the windowpane.

	A moment later, Ava’s phone vibrated. “Yep, that’s him,” she replied softly.

	The girls threw on winter coats over their hoodies and hurried through the library. The woman at the front desk cocked her head and gave them a withering look as they exited.

	Exhaust billowed from the back of Mr. Hall’s car. Ava frowned; she could almost hear the ozone choking on the noxious emissions. When this was all over, she’d give him that PowerPoint presentation she’d given her classmates. 

	Every year, personal vehicles generate around thirty million tons of CO2 just by idling. She might even thump his chest while she scolded him.

	Carol opened the rear door and slid across the seat to the other side. Ava quickly hopped in beside her. They immediately dropped down behind the rear seats so they weren’t visible to anyone passing by.

	“Hi, Mr. Hall. Everything still on schedule?” Carol asked.

	“Yes, as far as I know.” There was a long pause. “Do you really think this is going to work?” There was no mistaking the doubt and fear in his voice.

	“We’re going to make it work,” Ava insisted. “All you need to do is stick to the plan. Remember, you have to convey that you’re desperate for the money.”

	“That won’t be hard,” he replied.

	Carol dug into her pocket and fished out a small cell phone. She slid it onto the console between the two front seats.

	“So, remember, we’re going to remain hidden just in case they’re watching when you pull in. Call us on that cell phone and hide it in your pocket. My number is already preprogrammed. That way, we can hear your conversation.”

	“Got it. We’re pulling into the parking lot now.” The car dipped and slowed.

	Ava visualized the parking lot that led to the commuter lot. A small row of businesses to the right and a cluster of apartments to the left. A small overhang to protect the passengers from inclement weather would be directly ahead to their right.

	The car slowed and then came to a stop. Mr. Hall cut the engine, which chugged for a moment and then finally grew silent. He grabbed the phone and dialed Carol’s number.

	Carol answered the call. “Perfect,” she said softly from her hiding spot. “We’re connected.”

	Mr. Hall pushed the door open with his shoulder and stepped out into the cold. He slammed the car door and scanned the small crowd of people milling about the train station. He whispered a quick prayer and then made his way to the platform.

	“My knees are killing me, and I can’t feel my right foot,” Ava whispered. She shifted ever so slightly from her balled-up position on the floorboard behind the rear seat. “And they say that being a spy is glamorous. They should put pictures of people wedged into ridiculously cramped spaces on their brochures.”

	“It won’t be much longer,” Carol said quietly. “Next time, you won’t be so judgmental when I get yoga CDs for you for Christmas.”

	“You already got me Yoga for Seniors. Do I look like a senior to you?”

	“No comment.” Carol pressed the speaker button on her phone. They could hear the gentle rustling of fabric brushing against the phone and smatterings of conversation as Mr. Hall moved about the train platform.

	“I hope—” Ava paused mid-sentence. “Did you hear that?” A feeling of déjà vu washed over her.

	Carol froze, her eyes locked on Ava’s.

	A steady crunch, crunch of boots on snow slowly made their way to the car.

	“Down,” Carol whispered, squeezing her body into a tight ball behind the seat.

	If I go down any further, I’ll be under the car, thought Ava. 

	A shadow loomed over the car, moving from window to window. 

	Ava held her breath, not daring to breathe.

	A gloved hand slid back and forth across the window, and then a face appeared. The girls remained motionless. Thankfully, the windows had fogged quite a bit, making it difficult to see into the car. Crunch, crunch. The shadow moved to the front of the car and tugged on the door handle. 

	Please let it be locked, prayed Carol. The shadowy figure released the handle. It snapped back with a loud thud. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, there was the crunching sound of footsteps walking away. 

	Ava released her breath in a slow, steady stream. “What the heck was that all about?” She sucked in a lungful of air, her chest heaving.

	Carol spoke quietly, still listening intently. “They’re checking to see if he’s alone.”

	“Oh, great. Do you think he saw us?”

	“I don’t think so.” Carol studied the window above Ava’s head. “The windows are pretty fogged up.”

	“I hope not, because that’s going to be bad news for Mr. Hall.”

	Carol made a face. “Unfortunately, when dealing with criminals, there are all kinds of ways things could go wrong.”

	The sound of a phone ringing startled the girls. “Someone’s calling Mr. Hall’s phone,” said Carol.

	“Hello?” It was Mr. Hall’s voice. “I’m here. At the Concord train station.” His voice betrayed his nervousness. “Yes, just like you said, I’m alone.”

	Ava and Carol looked at one another, worried for Mr. Hall’s safety.

	“Okay, I’ll be there.” 

	“They’ve changed locations,” Ava whispered. “It was a test.”

	A moment later, Mr. Hall climbed back into the car. “Change of—”

	“Mr. Hall,” Carol warned. “Don’t say anything. We’re being watched. We heard the call. We know we’re changing locations. They want to make sure you’re not trying to set them up.” 

	“And,” Ava added, “we can pretty much assume that we’re being followed, so keep the conversation to a minimum.”

	Mr. Hall waited until he pulled onto the highway before speaking. “They want to meet at the Brewer Fountain in Boston.”

	“All right, I’ll find a parking garage near there,” Carol said. “That way, if we’re being followed, we can get in and hop out of the car before they can follow us in. It’ll at least buy us a few seconds.”

	“That’s a good plan,” said Ava. “I’m glad I hired you.”

	“Just so you know…,” Carol smiled, stretching out her legs, “…I’ll be expecting a raise.”

	Carol’s fingers flew across the virtual keyboard of her phone. “There’s a garage at One Beacon Street. It looks like it’s a two-minute walk from there to Brewer Fountain.”

	As Mr. Hall traveled I-95 South toward Boston, the girls took turns climbing from their cramped hiding space to stretch out on the back seat. Rivulets of rain streaked down the window, dividing the city into pieces. Carol followed Mr. Hall’s progress using the GPS on her phone.

	“We’re here.” He eased the car off of Beacon Street and into the parking garage.

	“Any cars behind you?” Ava asked.

	“I don’t see anyone,” he said, checking the rearview mirror.

	“Good. Find a parking space and head directly to the fountain. We’ll meet you back here after the meeting.” 

	“And,” added Ava, “no matter what happens, you don’t know us.”

	“Okay,” he nodded. “I’m supposed to text them when I get to the fountain.”

	“Do what they say and act normal.” Carol considered her words for a moment. “Well, as normal as possible under the circumstances. We’ll be right behind you—don’t worry.”

	“Thank you. Please be careful. If anything was to happen—”

	“We’ll be fine,” Carol assured him. “Now, let’s catch some bad guys.”
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Brewer Fountain

	The girls waited a full minute before crawling out of the car. Ava leaned against the rear door and slowly stood. She lifted one knee and then the other and shook her feet. Carol rolled her shoulders and then stretched her back.

	“I’m numb in places I didn’t know you could be numb,” Ava moaned.

	“Let’s get going,” Carol said, walking awkwardly. “It’ll sort itself out.”

	Their boots echoed as they made their way down the ramp to the first floor. The garage smelled like exhaust and wet gym socks. Above them, the ventilation system coiled like a thick snake, held in place by thick iron girders. Yellowish orange lights dotted the ceiling.

	Outside wasn’t much nicer. The sidewalk that ran parallel to the parking garage was under construction. An abandoned jackhammer leaned against the wall, taking a rest from its mission in life—destruction. Orange cones and yellow caution tape dotted the sidewalk. Workmen scampered up and down, scaffolding in the rain. Businesspeople hurried across the crosswalk, their heads bowed, umbrellas raised, trying to stay dry.

	Carol pressed her back against the cement wall of the parking garage. The cold, gray stonework sent a chill through her body. She glanced at her phone and checked Google Maps. “Okay, Brewer Fountain is at the corner of Tremont and Park Street. That’s Tremont right there,” Carol pointed.

	The duo darted across Beacon Street and hurried along Tremont.

	“I didn’t realize the Freedom Trail ran parallel to Tremont,” Ava remarked.

	“Yep. Remember, we took a class trip here. Samuel Adams’s grave is up ahead, and John Hancock’s is by Park Street Church. The fountain is at the very beginning of the Freedom Trail.”

	Enormous buildings gave way to a courtyard surrounded by a black, wrought-iron fence. Skeletal oak trees covered in ice towered above them.

	“There’s the church. The fountain is dead ahead,” said Carol.

	The girls waited for a stream of cars to pass and then darted across the street.

	“We need to pick up the pace,” said Ava. “Their meeting may only last a minute or two.”

	For such a dismal day, Boston Common was fairly busy. The sidewalk became congested with tourists pointing, looking at maps, and taking pictures. Carol was frustrated that they were impeding their progress. Ava was happy because all that activity gave her an idea.

	Ava motioned for Carol to follow her off the sidewalk and onto the park grounds. The rain from earlier that day had created a layer of frozen ice atop the snow, making the entire park look like a giant skating rink. Ava slid her feet, one in front of the other, and grabbed hold of a light pole.

	“I can see Mr. Hall,” said Carol. “He’s sitting on a bench, phone in his hand.”

	“Perfect. That gives us a little time. How is your British accent?”

	“Never been better.” Carol smiled. “Why?”

	“I’m watching all of these tourists snapping pictures.”

	“And you want us to get a loan shark to try to snap a picture of us with the fountain.”

	“I do. We’re tourists from the UK, and we’re trying to get a picture of each historical landmark on the Freedom Trail.”

	“And you think that they’re going to—”

	“Whether they do or don’t doesn’t matter. What does matter is that I get close to them.”

	“They’re here,” announced Carol, her voice suddenly serious.

	Ava turned in the direction Carol was staring. Two men were making a beeline toward Mr. Hall.

	“Whoa.” Ava exhaled heavily. “That one guy is massive.”

	“The bigger they are, the harder they fall.”

	“Unless they fall on you. The guy looks like a professional food critic for all-you-can-eat buffets.”

	“Yeah, but that other guy is lanky. They’re the ones you got to watch out for.”

	Mr. Hall jumped to his feet as the two men approached him. The larger of the two men wore a gray hoodie beneath a black jacket and was otherwise dressed in jeans and snow boots. He towered over Mr. Hall by at least half a foot. The lanky man wore a black stocking cap, a blue winter coat, jeans, and boots.

	“Remember when we asked Mr. Hall to describe the men? He gave us basically the same description.” She shook her head.

	Carol nodded. “Come on, we’ve got to get in place.”

	While the smaller man spoke to Mr. Hall, the other man busied himself, surveilling his surroundings. His eyes traveled up and down each person. Ava shuddered when she saw his eyes examining them. 

	“He’s staring at us,” Ava whispered out the side of her mouth.

	“Quick—take a picture of me making a snow angel.”

	“Carol, I wouldn’t.”

	But before Ava could stop her, Carol dropped to the ground. Her knees slammed with a loud crack onto the frozen ice. 

	“Ugh.” Carol’s eyes rolled up into her head. She fell onto her back and moved her legs and arms in and out, moaning in pain as she made an awkward ice angel.

	Ava made a big show of taking pictures. “That’s one messed-up snow angel,” she said, shaking her head. “All right. Up we go. Let’s get to the fountain.”

	Carol groaned and made her way to her feet. She slowly transferred her weight onto each leg. “Remind me to order a new set of kneecaps. I think mine are pulverized.”

	“Pulverized or not,” whispered Ava. “You’re gonna have to work some mind over matter, the big guy just passed Mr. Hall an envelope.”

	Carol hobbled behind Ava to the Brewer Fountain. Ava leaned forward and brushed snow off a regal-looking man seated at the base of the fountain. His beard flowed down to his chest. “I think this is Poseidon,” said Ava, her British accent spot on. “Do take a picture of me with Poseidon.”

	Carol snapped away as Ava posed. “It’s perfect!” she called out, looking at her phone. “My turn!” Carol half skipped, half hobbled over and took her place in front of the next bronzed figure entombed in ice and snow. Being a top-notch investigator, she positioned herself so she could keep an eye on the two men.

	“Right, then. Big smile. Brilliant,” Ava gushed. “You’re a natural.”

	Carol smiled at Ava and began brushing the snow off the next statue when she stopped. Her eyes widened in shock. “She’s topless!” she cried out. She immediately began covering the statue’s chest with snow.

	A scuffling sound caught Ava’s attention. She turned just in time to see Mr. Hall struggling to regain his balance; his glasses lay at his feet in the snow. Anger welled up inside of Ava. She clenched her fist. Calm down, Ava. You can’t win this one. It took every ounce of willpower to put a smile on her face. She had to see this through. It was paramount that she get the tracker on these guys.

	Mr. Hall knelt and retrieved his glasses from the snow. He brushed them off with a gloved finger.

	“Saturday,” said the smaller man as they walked away.

	This was the moment Ava had been waiting for. She dashed ahead of the men and then stopped, squaring herself off in front of them.

	“Hello there,” Ava beamed.

	The smaller man glared at Ava; his eyes were filled with hatred. “What do you want, kid?”

	“Your generosity, of course. My sister and I are visiting from the UK. We were just wondering if you’d take a picture of us.” Ava held up her phone and gestured to Carol, who smiled back and waved.

	The man stared at Carol for a moment and then turned his attention back to Ava. “Get lost,” he snarled.

	“Oh, I get it. Carol, they’re from Boston. You know, tough guys, just like on the telly. We love Matt Damon. He’s from Boston, you know. Plays Jason Bourne.”

	The two men walked past her, ignoring her. 

	“Oh, they’re really leaving. Sir, please.” Ava ran up alongside them. “It’s our last day here, and it won’t take but a second!” She expertly faked a trip and fell against the largest man grabbing his arm. “I’m so sorry, sir. I tripped.”

	The massive man yanked his arm away. His nostrils flared, and Ava swore she saw steam come from his nose. He lunged toward her angrily, jabbing her in the sternum with his index finger. 

	Ava yelped. It felt like she’d been hit by a hammer.

	“We said, Get. Lost.” 

	“Right, then,” Ava said, rubbing her chest. “I’ll just bugger off, then.” She backed away, trembling, her heart pounded it’s shoulder against her rib cage, trying to make a run for it.

	Carol raced to Ava’s side as the men hurried away. “That was amazing. Incredibly stupid, but amazing.”

	“Thanks,” Ava muttered, regaining her composure. She turned to the statue. “Did you apologize to Poseidon’s wife?”

	“I did. She’s having me over for seafood on Thursday.”

	 


14
The Hideout

	Mr. Hall was nowhere to be seen, which meant he was following the plan perfectly. Ava and Carol asked a tourist to take a couple of quick photos of them in front of the fountain in case the bad guys were watching.

	Exactly two minutes later, they followed the Freedom Trail to Beacon Street and raced to the parking garage. Ava jabbed at her phone as they hurried up the ramp to the second floor.

	Carol sighed in relief when she saw Mr. Hall behind the wheel. She had been worried that he would try to jump in and defend Ava. But he had kept his promise and returned to the car. She jumped in one side. Ava jumped in the other.

	Mr. Hall turned and rested his hands between the front seats. “Are you guys okay? I was worried sick. Those guys are—”

	“Idiots.” Ava filled in the word for him.

	“I was going to say dangerous, but idiot works.” A look of anxiety filled his face. “Were you able to plant the tracking device?”

	“Yes, but I can’t get a signal in this garage. Too much metal. We’ll be fine once we get outside.”

	Ava was right. Fifteen seconds after exiting the garage, a flashing green dot appeared on the tracking application. “They’re heading north on Tremont Street. They’re about three miles ahead of us.”

	“All right,” said Mr. Hall. “Follow them, right?”

	“Yes. Hopefully, they’ll lead us right to their hideout.”

	“Or to a café. I’m starving,” Ava chimed in.

	“Won’t they recognize my car?”

	“No,” Carol reassured him. “Once they stop, we’ll park a couple of blocks away and go the rest of the way on foot.”

	“They just made a right on Terrace Drive,” said Ava. “It’s about a mile ahead on your right.”

	“I see it on the GPS,” said Mr. Hall. 

	“And…they’ve stopped.”

	“Stoplight?” asked Carol.

	“Nope.” Ava used her index finger and thumb to zoom in. She switched from map-view to street-view. “There’s a giant parking lot and a row of warehouses. I see train tracks, a food and distribution center, Forest and Parks services, and an Ugi’s Pizza.”

	“Where should I go?” asked Mr. Hall. “I’ll be at Terrace Drive in about thirty seconds.”

	“Right there,” Carol blurted out, startling Mr. Hall. “Dunkin’ Donuts. Pull around back.”

	“They’re on foot,” said Ava, giving them an update.

	Carol leaned forward in her seat. “Stay here until we get back. If things go sideways, use the burner phone I gave you to make an anonymous call to the police.”

	“I should go with you guys. Those men are dangerous, and this is my fault.”

	“Absolutely not,” interjected Ava. “Don’t worry.” She patted his shoulder. “They’ll never even know we were there.”

	Carol threw on her backpack and climbed out of the back seat. Ava hopped out of the other side and stared longingly at the Dunkin’ Donuts. The thought of a hot chocolate and a glazed donut made her stomach growl.

	“Earth to Ava. Come in, Ava.”

	“Sorry.” She took off after Carol, casting one last mournful look over her shoulder at Dunkin’ Donuts.

	Terrace Drive was lined with old, abandoned buildings. Sheets of plywood covered rows of windows. On the buildings on which the windows weren’t boarded up, jagged pieces of glass hung and jutted upward from the frames.

	“Doesn’t look like the safest part of town,” Carol remarked, checking out an empty basketball court. Icicles hung from the chain nets and broken backboards.

	“Nope. Keep your eyes and ears open.”

	The street was blanketed in snow. The city plows obviously hadn’t come to this part of town. A lone set of car tracks led the girls directly to the loan sharks’ headquarters.

	A black SUV was nestled up against the building, invisible to anyone who was just passing by.

	Carol’s eyes roamed over the two-story brick building, painted an unfortunate lime-green with avocado trim work and tan accents. She concluded that the first part was the administrative part of the structure. The addition—or the warehouse—was painted green and lined with windows that were adorned with the latest prison bar motif. A silver door with red trim work sat atop a set of crumbling concrete steps. The words “No Trespassing” were painted on the front door in bright red letters. Directly to the left of the door, another sign read, “No Dumping, Police Take Notice.”

	“This is glamourous,” whispered Ava as she and Carol crouched in the shadows. “Who paints these buildings?” she mused. “Do you think they go to the hardware store and just say, ‘Hey, what’s not selling?’”

	“Don’t know,” Carol responded. “Don’t care.”

	Ava reached into her coat pocket and removed a miniature spy telescope.

	“What are you doing? We’re literally thirty feet away from the building.”

	“Seeing if there’s anything we missed.” Just then, Ava saw the largest forehead she’d ever laid eyes on. She moved her telescope down the man’s face to his neck. “Definitely an Eagle,” Ava whispered.

	“What?” Carol asked.

	“Tattoo.” 

	“Ava,” Carol exclaimed, shoving her shoulder. “They’re heading right for us. Go!”

	The girls clung to the side of the building. Behind them, the SUV roared to life.

	“Dumpster!” shouted Carol.

	The SUV’s headlights sliced through the darkness. Ava dove toward the dumpster, landing hard and going nowhere. Carol raced past her, grabbed her by the hoodie, and dragged Ava behind the mud-brown dumpster.

	“Thanks,” whispered Ava as she brushed snow from her face.

	“Shh!” Carol put her finger to her lips.

	The SUV’s headlights shone directly on the dumpster. Car doors slammed…and then the sound of footsteps came closer, crunching in the snow. Ava dropped to her knees, searching the ground for a weapon. She found a crooked pipe. This will do some damage. 

	Carol eased out of the shadows and peered around the edge of the dumpster. For the second time that day, the words “You gotta be kidding me” escaped her lips.

	“What is it?” Ava asked anxiously.

	“They drove to the pizza place. It’s literally right there.” Carol pointed to the black SUV parked less than one hundred feet away. 

	Ava poked her head from behind the dumpster. “Obviously, they don’t own Fitbits. No self-respecting Fitbit wearer could do that guilt-free.”

	Ava and Carol kept to the shadows and made their way back to the main building.

	“Hopefully they’re eating at the Ugi’s. Come on.”

	“Wait,” Ava said, grabbing Carol’s shoulder. “You can’t just run across the parking lot. They’re going to see our footprints. We need to step in their footprints.”

	 

	Ava’s heart sank when they inspected the front door. The thieves had added a special metal guard around the locks to keep it from being tampered with. 

	“There’s no way we’re going to get in this way. There are two locks, and they’re industrial quality.”

	“It’s okay,” said Carol. “We’re just going to have to figure out another way in.”

	The girls spotted another door halfway down the building. It had been boarded over and painted avocado so that it blended in with the building. It too had been reinforced with a safety guard and multiple locks.

	“If the building were to collapse, I think the only thing that would still be standing is these doors.”

	“In the spirit of Christmas, we could try the chimney,” suggested Ava.

	“You remember all those nice things I said about you today?”

	“No, not really.”

	“Well, I take them back,” said Carol as she inspected a narrow window to the right of the door. She held her hands out on either side of Ava’s head. 

	“It’ll be tight, but it just might fit.”

	Ava rolled her eyes. “Seriously?”

	Carol grabbed the vertical security bars that lined the window and pulled. The bars rattled in her hands. Bits of brick crumbled and fell to her feet.

	Ava’s eyes lit up. “Wait a second. I’ll be right back.” 

	She returned a minute later carrying a heavy piece of twisted pipe. Ava wedged it beneath the first three rows of metal bars, and together, she and Carol pulled.

	The old bars groaned against the rusted frame. Ava cinched up on the bar and walked her legs up the side of the building. She pushed with her legs and pulled with her arms. A spiderweb of cracks appeared along the face of the bricks.

	“Do that again,” said Carol excitedly. “It’s working.”

	Ava pushed off with her feet and pulled with all of her might. The ancient bricks and cement gave way. Ava flew through the air, landing heavily on her back, still holding the bar in her hands. A cloud of debris rained down on top of her.

	“Be sure to eat your spinach, kids.” Ava sat up and tossed the bar aside. The metal bars lay at her feet beneath the window.

	Carol handed Ava her stocking cap. “Are you okay?”

	“Yeah, I may have a concussion,” said Ava, rubbing the back of her head.

	“Doubtful,” Carol grinned, pulling Ava to her feet.

	“Oh.” Ava smiled and patted her friend on her back. “You are evil. You were going to say—”

	“You’ve got to have a brain to have a concussion.” Carol nodded.

	“You’re concern for my well-being is heartwarming.”

	“Don’t get used to it.” 

	With a gloved hand, Carol cleared the debris from the window frame and then hoisted herself up and inside. A moment later, her face reappeared in the window. 

	“Do be a dear and hand me my backpack, won’t you?”

	Ava pulled a sticky strand of hair from the corner of her mouth, handed Carol her backpack, and then pulled herself through the window.

	“Lovely,” Ava declared once inside. “We go from an avocado-green decorum to an Alcatraz motif.”

	The warehouse was in a desperate state of disrepair. Metal girders crossed the ceiling like exposed ribs. The cement floor was a hodgepodge of water and oil stains. A network of jagged cracks and craters told the story of years of neglect.

	The girls hurried across the warehouse and into a long, narrow hall. Bright-green paint peeled from the walls like a bad sunburn. The telltale sound of a generator was heard ahead, its smell already apparent from a distance.

	Carol motioned for Ava to stop. A series of flat extension cords snaked under a door, bathed in blue light.

	“Computer,” whispered Ava. 

	Ava slipped off her backpack and crept up to the door. She removed a long, stiff wire from her pack and plugged it into her cell phone. She tapped the Fantronics application on her phone, and the snake camera flashed to life on her screen. She slowly slid the camera under the doorway, exploring the room and taking a quick inventory. Table, chairs, computer, boxes. “No one’s in there.”

	Carol checked the doorframe for alarms and then tried the doorknob. “Thank goodness.” She sighed with relief. It was unlocked. She pushed the door open, and the girls were assaulted with the smell of body odor and week-old takeout.

	“This is disgusting.” Ava pointed to two sleeping bags and a space heater.

	A solitary window faced the parking lot. The men had placed cardboard over the glass. A series of thin slits had been cut in it, allowing them to see the parking lot.

	“Look,” said Ava, pointing to a monitor. It displayed a group of security cameras that were aimed at the door, the front entrance, and the warehouse.

	Ava looked at Carol. “We’re lucky they didn’t see us.”

	Two tables, both of which were buried under laptops and piles of paper, sat along the far wall. Behind them, a miniature fridge and microwave sat on another table. A mountain of black duffel bags sat in the corner.

	Carol took a quick peek out the window. “We’re going to have to work fast. First things first, we’ve got to switch out the paintings.”

	Ava dropped to her knees and began rummaging through the pile of duffle bags. “Well, they’re organized,” she commented as she sifted through the contents. “All of the stolen goods are tagged with a code.”

	Carol knelt beside her and unzipped a duffel bag. It was filled with cameras, electronics, and jewelry. “They’ve probably catalogued everything in a database so they can sell it quickly. These guys are pros.”

	“Like iTheft, an iPhone application for the organized thief in your life.”

	“Something like that.” Carol laughed.

	Ava grabbed a thin duffel bag that was separated from the others. She unzipped it, revealing two cardboard tubes. “I may have found the painting, or he’s a big fan of maps.”

	Carol stopped what she was doing and scooted next to her. Ava removed a cardboard tube from the bag and pried off a plastic safety cap with her thumb. She tilted the cardboard container and gently tapped it on the side of her hand. A sliver of canvas appeared. Carol gently removed it.

	“Bingo,” she whispered excitedly. She slipped her backpack off and removed a similar cardboard tube. Carol gently teased the original painting from the container and then switched them. She let out a sigh of relief. “At least that’s done.”

	Ava replaced the duffel bag and zipped up the others. “I’m going to grab some fingerprints and pictures,” said Ava. “See what else you can find out.”

	Carol peeked out the window while Ava brushed the keyboard on the microwave for fingerprints. It had been approximately fifteen minutes since the men left. They wouldn’t be gone much longer.

	“Got some delightfully greasy fingerprints over here.”

	“Grease will take you down every time,” said Carol. She brushed her finger across the laptop’s touchpad, and a lock screen appeared. She wasn’t surprised. She then touched the second laptop, with the same result.

	“Anything?” Ava called out.

	“Not yet.” Carol flipped through a small stack of papers and then stopped. She pulled out her phone and snapped a picture. “Ava, I found a list of houses in Livingston.”

	Ava hurried over to Carol’s side.

	“Here’s the three that they hit. The others are crossed out.” Carol turned the page over. “Two other houses are circled.”

	“It’s the Parkers’ house. You don’t think Mr. Hall told them where he got the painting, do you?”

	“He was supposed to tell them that he could get them more paintings.”

	“Yeah, but….” Ava pointed to a handwritten notation scribbled beside the Parkers’ address. It read, Away for days. “How would they know the Parkers were going to be away unless someone told them?” she asked, then shared a concerned look with Carol. “They’re going to hit the Parkers’ house.”

	“We need to get out of here,” Carol said and call the police. “There’s enough evidence to arrest these guys. We’ll replace the painting and then figure out the rest later.” Carol leaned against the wall and peeked out the window. “Yep, we gotta go. They’re heading for the truck.”

	Ava quickly surveyed the room, making sure they’d returned everything just as they’d found it. “Looks good.”

	The girls dashed down the hallway and into the warehouse. Ava poked her head through the window. “Quick! Quick!”

	She threw a leg up onto the windowsill, pulled her other leg up, squatted on the ledge, and jumped. She landed in a crouch and shoulder-rolled out of Carol’s way. Carol landed beside her with a thud.

	The SUV’s headlights flashed on. The engine revved, and then the truck began backing out of the parking lot.

	Ava leaped to her feet and grabbed the metal bars they’d torn from the window. “Help me!” 

	Together, they maneuvered the bars onto the ledge of the window. The bars teetered precariously but held.

	Ava and Carol dropped to their bellies and began army crawling through the snow as the SUV swung into the parking lot and came to a stop in front of the main building.

	Ava stole a look over her shoulder. The light was on inside the cabin of the SUV. The large man behind the wheel shouldered his door open and hopped out. Steam escaped from the edges of the two large pizza boxes he cradled in his arms like a newborn. He stepped past the door and kicked it closed with the heel of his boot.

	“Anthony, what gives?” the smaller guy exclaimed angrily.

	“What? My hands are full. Relax, Eddie. It’s not like it’s your truck.”

	Eddie shook his head and whispered something under his breath. He unlocked the door and disappeared inside. 

	Anthony failed at an attempt to make an unpleasant hand gesture, nearly dropping the pizzas in the process. “You could at least open the door!” He kicked the bottom of it angrily.

	A second later, Eddie returned and flung the door open. 

	“Go,” Ava whispered, “while they’re away from the security cameras.”

	The girls crawled to the end of the warehouse and leaped to their feet. They ran along the back of the warehouse to Terrace Drive and didn’t stop until they reached the Dunkin’ Donuts parking lot. 

	 


15
Escape

	Carol and Ava sat in the back seat of Mr. Hall’s car, munching on powdered donuts. 

	“Yes, ma’am. The address is 165 Terrace Drive. It’s an old, abandoned warehouse.”

	“I told you we should have called Detective Edwards,” Ava whispered, shaking her head.

	“Shh! What? No, ma’am, not you.” Carol threw a withering look at Ava. “We saw two men carrying black duffel bags filled with stolen goods into a vacant warehouse.”

	Ava could hear the annoyed tone of the dispatcher’s voice.

	“I know because when the two men left, my friend and I snuck into their hideout and found duffel bags filled with jewelry, paintings, and electronics. The same things that were just stolen in the Livingston heists.”

	“What’s she saying?” whispered Ava, unable to control herself.

	“She put me on—yes, ma’am, I’m safe. I’m at Dunkin’ Donuts.” She gave the dispatcher her telephone number and hung up. “Wow, Boston is a whole different ballgame.”

	“Are they going to at least check it out?”

	“They’re sending officers over now.”

	Mr. Hall turned in his seat and faced the girls. “So, what happens now?”

	“The police go to the warehouse, find all of the stolen goods, and arrest the men, who’ll eventually be charged with all the burglaries in Livingston.”

	“What about the painting?”

	“We have the original. We say that when we went back to the house, we found a package inside the door with a note, and it turned out to be the painting.”

	“What about this?” He removed an envelope from his pocket; it was filled with hundred-dollar bills.

	“I forgot about that,” said Carol. “I think we should turn it over to the police.”

	He handed the envelope to Carol. “I’ll trust you girls to do the right thing.” Mr. Hall shook his head. “I can’t thank you girls enough. I pray that this is the end of this nightmare.”

	“I think we’ve got them,” Carol smiled.

	***

	A small cheer erupted from the back seat when three police cruisers flew past Dunkin’ Donuts.

	“There’s a joke in there somewhere,” Ava smiled as she watched the cruiser’s taillights disappear around the curve.

	“So, what now?” asked Mr. Hall.

	Carol gave Ava a mischievous grin. “We watch the police take them down.” She saw Mr. Hall’s reaction in the rearview mirror. “From a distance,” she added.

	Mr. Hall pulled into the Ugi’s Pizza parking lot and switched off his lights. He drove around to the back of the restaurant and stopped in front of a steep embankment that overlooked the warehouse. Police cruisers were lined up in front of the main building. 

	Two officers exited the building and shook their heads. A group of officers followed them inside.

	Ava turned to Carol—her face told her that she’d noticed it too. The black SUV was no longer there.

	“Mr. Hall, pull around to the parking lot and wait for us. We don’t want the police to see your car.”

	“Wait, where are you going? What’s going on?” his voice reached a fervor.

	“They’ve escaped,” said Ava grimly.

	 


16
Christmas Monstrosity

	Ava stared out the rear window of the car. She wiped at her forehead again with the sleeve of her jacket.

	“You can stop wiping your face now,” Carol said. “It’s all gone.”

	The sergeant in charge had been none too pleased that Ava and Carol had put themselves in danger. He lectured the girls for over an hour. The girls wouldn’t have minded too much—they’d been lectured before—however, the sergeant seemed to like his words seasoned with a little spittle. Okay, a lot of spittle.

	“I’m so sending him a T-shirt that says, Say It, Don’t Spray It,” Ava decided.

	“I prefer, I’d like the news, not the weather,” Carol replied glumly.

	Ava nodded and leaned the back of her head against the cool window. “I can’t believe that they escaped with everything. What tipped them off?”

	“Who knows? Maybe they saw our footprints. Maybe they noticed the bars had been ripped out of the wall. Maybe they had a silent alarm.”

	“It also didn’t help that it took the police, like, twenty minutes to get there.”

	Mr. Hall had been silent. All hope seemed to be lost. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet and broken. “Should I turn myself in?”

	“No,” Carol answered quickly. “We’ve got the painting. Plus, we got their fingerprints and tire tracks—and we got a good look at them.”

	“If they’re in the system,” Ava added, “the police are going to be looking for them now, not you.”

	“So, what’s the plan now?” asked Mr. Hall as he merged onto the Livingston exit.

	“Drop us off at my house,” Ava directed. “I’ll get the prints and photos off to Detective Edwards.”

	“I’ll text Derik to meet us at The Lair,” Carol said, “and we’ll make sure the Jackson Pollock is returned.”

	“For now, stay with your girls until you hear from us,” Ava instructed.

	“What about the loan sharks? They’re going to want their money and their interest,” Mr. Hall reminded them as he turned onto Ava’s street.

	“We’re going to set a trap for them.” Ava smiled. “Rumor has it that they’re going to visit the Parkers’ house.”

	The car slowed to a stop. “Girls….” Mr. Hall turned in his seat. He lowered his eyes. “When I stole the painting…I was so desperate. The men asked me if there were more. I wanted to lie, but I was afraid. I told them that there were more at the Parkers’ house.”

	“It’s okay,” Carol said softly. “Most parents would do just about anything for their children. We’ve got to make things right.”

	“That’s why we want you to drop us off, and for you to go straight home to Elise and Erin.”

	“All right,” Mr. Hall agreed. He wiped at his nose with the back of his coat sleeve. “Thank you.”

	***

	“Dad, what are you doing up there?”

	“Finishing touches!” Mr. Clarke was precariously balanced on the ridge of their snowy roof. He’d tethered himself to the chimney with a bright-yellow rope.

	Ava gazed over the Christmas monstrosity that had at one time been their front yard. She stepped over the candy cane fence, crossed a bridge over toyland, and stopped by Santa’s workshop. 

	“Why are you putting another sleigh on top of the house? You’ve already got a sleigh and reindeer.” Ava gestured toward a Santa-driven sleigh arching over their junipers, with Rudolph, his bright red nose glowing, leading the pack.

	Mr. Clarke put his hands on his hips, teetered, and then grabbed the chimney. “Look. Look what the Graftons did.” He jabbed a gloved finger toward the neighbor’s house.

	Ava glanced across the street at the Graftons’ house. It looked like Christmas got sick and threw up on their yard. Ava could see Mr. Grafton staring at their house through a pair of binoculars; his wife stood at his side. She swished the curtains shut when she noticed Ava and Carol staring at them.

	“Not only do they have a Santa and sleigh combo on their lawn, he’s also got them landing on the roof!”

	“So, now you’re doing the same thing? Seems a bit trivial, Dad.”

	“Trivial? I’ll have you know there is nothing trivial when it comes to holiday decorating.”

	“How about copying? Because…from here, it looks like you’re just copying.”

	“Ha! Actually, I’m evolving. If there’s one thing that I’ve learned from being a world-class biologist is that you have to evolve. It’s true, we both have sleds and reindeer, but I have this.” Mr. Clarke held up a pair of boots with red satin pants attached and a glittery red felt bag.

	“I apologize, Carol. I believe my father’s gotten into the nutmeg again. Emphasis on the nut.”

	Carol smiled, amused with the entire Christmas war scenario.

	“Imagine…,” continued Mr. Clarke. “Santa has just landed. He’s left the sleigh. The reindeer are quietly prancing on the rooftop.” 

	He paused to stuff the red legs into the chimney and rested the bag against it. 

	“Voilà. He’s now entering the chimney, and all we can see are his legs and feet. That, my beautiful darling, is what I call a teaching moment, and more importantly, progress.” He gave a curt bow—and nearly slipped again.

	Carol began to applaud.

	“What are you doing?” Ava whirled on her. “You’re reinforcing bad behavior. You’re enabling him.”

	“I think it’s stunning, Mr. Clarke. It’s an artistic masterpiece, showing the passage of time through simple but effective storytelling.” 

	“Thank you, Carol,” Mr. Clarke’s voice boomed. “You have impeccable taste. You’re going to go places.”

	“Well, Dad, that part you got right.” Ava grabbed Carol’s shoulder. “I’m taking you to The Lair.”

	“Your jealousy is inexcusable,” scoffed Carol.

	“So’s your breath.” 

	Carol rolled her eyes. “From artist to toddler,” she shook her head. “Such a divide in this family.”

	The girls trekked around to the back of the house. Ava could see her mom in the kitchen window, talking on the phone.

	Ava unlocked the door to The Lair, stepped inside, and flicked the lights on. “I’m an idiot…an absolute idiot!” she suddenly exclaimed.

	Carol wanted to ask why, but she didn’t want to ruin the moment.

	“The police show up, the warehouse is empty, Eddie and whatever the other guy’s name is are gone, and I don’t think to track them?”

	“Oh, yeah…,” Carol shrugged. “I kind of forgot about that too.”

	“What kind of detectives are we?”

	“Well, in our defense, there was a lot going on.”

	“Still.” Ava crossed the room, jabbed the space bar on her laptop, and typed in her password. She pulled up the GPS website and logged in. “They’re in Burlington.” She clicked on the satellite view and zoomed in. “Looks like they’re at Murray’s used car dealership.”

	“Buying a car?” Carol mused.

	“Or,” Ava replied, “stealing one. It says on their business page that they’re closed for the evening.”

	“I have a theory,” Carol offered. “It may be wrong. It may not.” 

	“Great way to instill confidence,” said Ava, looking up from her laptop. 

	“When the police arrived,” Carol began, pacing back and forth across the room, “the men had already left. We assumed that it was because they saw our footprints.”

	Ava made a face. “How could they not?”

	“Maybe, just maybe, they were packing up to leave anyway. It took a long time for the police to get there. Maybe they were spooked by their conversation with Mr. Hall and decided to get out of town.”

	“I don’t know, Carol. That’s a big ‘maybe.’ I think that they knew someone had found their hideout, and now they’re going to bug out of town.”

	“Do you think that they’re still going to hit the Parkers’ house?”

	“I don’t know. The thing that bothers me is Mr. Hall has five thousand dollars that belongs to them. I don’t think they’re just going to up and leave without getting it back.”

	Carol nodded. “We need to get in touch with Mr. Hall. He needs to get his family someplace safe until we catch these guys.”
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Against All Odds

	“What happened to you?” Carol asked, bewildered by Derik’s appearance. He’d just returned from babysitting Mr. Hall’s children. 

	“It’s a long, sad, story,” Derik moaned. He looked down at his painted nails and shook his head. “Children can be so cruel.”

	“But your cheeks look so rosy—and your lips…. Is that glitter lip gloss?” Ava smiled.

	“I just can’t…,” Carol gave Derik a confused once-over. “We need to call Mr. Hall and warn him.”

	“Should I head back over to his house?” offered Derik.

	“No. I think, suffice to say, you were born without the babysitting gene.” Carol turned her attention to Ava. “Are they still at the dealership?”

	Ava shook her head, her eyes widened. “They’re heading toward Mr. Hall’s house!” She grabbed the phone off the table; the call went straight to voicemail. She called again with the same result. “He’s not answering!” Ava leaped up from the computer and dashed across The Lair and up the stairs.

	Carol and Derik looked at each other and gave chase.

	“Ava, what are you doing?”

	Ava ignored Carol, dashed down the hall, and slid into the kitchen. “Mom, I need a quick favor. It’s urgent.”

	Mrs. Clarke took off her reading glasses and closed the lid on her laptop. “What is it, honey?”

	“I think something has happened to Mr. Hall. Can you and Dad please check on his girls?”

	Concern instantly filled Mrs. Clarke’s face. “Ava, what’s this all about?”

	Ava made a split-second decision. She had to divulge some information, but not too much. “Mr. Hall borrowed some money from some men he shouldn’t have, and now they want it back.”

	“I’ll call Edwards.”

	“No. No. Mom, please, we just need to make sure the kids are okay. You have to trust me. We can’t get the police involved.”

	“But Edwards is a friend, and there are children involved.”

	“I know, but Edwards is also a detective. Please, Mom.”

	“I’m sorry, Ava, but this time, I’m going to have to call the police. If Mr. Hall’s family is in trouble….” She picked up the phone and swiped across the screen.

	Ava raced out the kitchen and down the stairs, into The Lair. Tears streamed down her face. She felt like everything was going wrong.

	Ava grabbed her coat and threw it on over her hoodie. She snatched up her backpack and wrangled it over her shoulder.

	“Ava, where are you going? Your mom’s going to punish you for all of eternity,” Carol cried.

	“I can live with that,” said Ava defiantly. “But the one thing I can’t live with is if something happens to Mr. Hall and his kids. The only way we stop all of this is if we catch those bad guys. Are you with me or not?” Ava stared down at her two friends.

	“I’m in,” said Derik. He gave a determined nod.

	Ava turned to Carol.

	“Come on,” said Carol. “We’re wasting time.”
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Mr. Whiskers

	“Where are Anthony and Eddie now?” Carol asked Ava as soon as they were safely inside the Parkers’ house.

	Ava swiped her finger across her phone and tapped the GPS tracking application. “They’re about two blocks away. Doesn’t look like they’re moving.”

	“All right.” Carol began pacing the floor. “From their current position, we can assume they’re most likely to sneak through the woods and break into a door or window at the back of the house.”

	“Makes sense,” Derik agreed. “Less chance of being seen.”

	Ava’s phone buzzed. She looked at the screen. It was her mother. She fired off a quick text that she was okay and then tossed her phone onto the sofa. She couldn’t handle the guilt.

	“You okay?” Carol asked.

	“Don’t worry about me. We need to focus on what needs to be done,” Ava said.

	“We should stay away from the windows and definitely not turn any lights on. Let our eyes adjust to the darkness,” Derik suggested.

	“Okay,” said Carol, thinking out loud. “We need to search the house and find anything we can use against these guys. They are hardened criminals, and one of them is as big as a house.”

	Ava nodded. “More like he ate a house and is still hungry.”

	Derik gulped. “Great pep talk, Carol.”

	“You’ll be fine.” Carol smiled reassuringly. “Once we’ve gotten everything, meet back in the living room.”

	Ava raced into the kitchen. Weapons, weapons, weapons. Her eyes fell upon two skillets hanging from hooks beside the stove. She grabbed the smaller pan and whipped it through the air. Perfect.

	She flung open a row of drawers and began rummaging through them. Mixer? Nope. Spiral corn holders? Nope. A whisk? A cheese grater? Perhaps. “Ah!” 

	She pulled a rolling pin from the drawer and then hurried over to the refrigerator. She scrunched her face up in disappointment; it was pretty much empty. She grabbed a dozen eggs and then dashed into the pantry.

	Derik wasn’t having a lot of luck in Jill Parker’s room. She was a nine-year-old girl and quite the book enthusiast. He scooped up a jump rope, a bucket labeled Mighty Marbles, and a miniature golf participation award trophy. Why couldn’t she be into archery or knife throwing? He returned to the living room and dumped his haul onto the floor in a pile.

	Carol returned with pruning shears, a short-handled shovel, a blowtorch, and a pair of goggles.

	“That’s thinking out of the box,” said Ava, eyeing her friend’s weapon trove. “We’re either going to plant them or melt them.”

	Derik kicked at the pile with his foot. “We’re so dead.”

	“Look,” said Ava, “they’re coming into our domain. We just need to be creative. Carol, I’m sorry. That rules you out. You’re the first contestant to leave.”

	“In order for us to take these guys out, we need to control how they come into the house,” Carol pointed out. “If they come in through a door, it will be more difficult to attack them. If we force them to come into a window, we can attack them as they climb through.”

	“I vote for that option,” said Derik.

	“Me too,” said Ava, eyeing her weapons, secretly jealous of Carol’s shovel and torch.

	“How are we going to force them to come through the window?” asked Derik.

	“We’re going to make it easy for them.”

	“A neon Open sign,” suggested Ava.

	“Creative,” said Carol, “but no. There are two doors that lead into the house. The basement door and the back door. I’m going to secure both of them so they are impossible to open. We’ll make sure all of the windows are locked except for that one.” She nodded to the window in the family room.

	“We can put that lifelike sleeping cat on the sill, so it will look like we opened it a bit for the kitty,” Derik suggested.

	“What realistic—eek!” Ava jumped. “That thing is hideous.”

	Carol retrieved the lifelike, gray cat from above the fireplace and then nearly dropped it. “It’s…real,” she gasped.

	“Oh my God. They had Mr. Whiskers stuffed!” Derik exclaimed.

	“If we find a stuffed kid, I’m out of here,” declared Ava. “They can steal whatever they want, but stuffed children is where I draw the line. I think we’ve all been scarred by Coraline.”

	“I know I was,” Derik agreed. 

	“All right, guys. We need to hurry,” said Carol, regaining her composure. “They could be here any minute.”

	“All right, Derik. While Carol works her magic on the doors, we need to make sure all of the windows are locked. But first, if you don’t mind, can you place Mr. Whiskers on the windowsill?”

	***

	“I hope the Parkers forgive us,” said Carol, wiping down the kitchen floor with cooking oil.

	“They can’t blame us for trying to protect their house. Besides, look how nicely the floor shines now.”

	“Guys,” whispered Derik from the family room. “They’re coming.”

	Ava and Carol immediately dropped to their hands and knees and crawled over to Derik. “They’re crossing the yard now,” he said softly.

	“Grab your weapons and get ready,” breathed Carol, already feeling the adrenaline coursing through her veins.

	“I’ll take the first whack,” said Ava, smacking the frying pan against the palm of her hand. “You and Derik grab him and pull him through the window. Then rinse, wash, and repeat with the next guy.”

	The back door shook. Carol looked at Ava and shook her head. The two men conversed for a moment and then pointed at the family room window.

	“Patience,” whispered Carol. “Wait till he’s cleared the ledge.”

	A loud scraping sound came from the window and then a metallic twang as the screen was pulled away.

	Ava’s hands were sweaty. She wiped her palms off on her pants leg, afraid that the pan would slip out of her hands if she swung it.

	Gloved hands appeared on the windowsill, followed by a face hidden behind a ski mask. The man flicked his hand out, knocking Mr. Whiskers to the floor.

	Ava noticed that the cat did not land on its feet. 

	The man pulled on the frame and wriggled his shoulders through the window. Ava readied herself—frying pan cocked—waiting for the perfect moment. 

	Carol nodded, and Ava swung. Unfortunately, the pan slipped from Ava’s hand. Fortunately, it still bounced off the top of the man’s head before crashing down on Mr. Whiskers. The man struggled for a moment and then fell to the floor.

	“Get him!” whispered Carol.

	They had just dragged the man behind the sofa when the next intruder appeared in the window. He was much faster and more agile than the first man. He easily launched himself into the room before the children had a chance to grab their weapons.

	“You,” he snarled, pointing at Ava and Carol. Derik screamed and ran out of the room.

	Carol looked over her shoulder. “Well, that’s unfortunate.”

	“You’re the two girls from the fountain. The girls from England.”

	“Impressive,” said Ava. “And you’re Eddie. You like pizza and long walks on the beach.”

	The man seemed surprised that she knew his name. “What did you do to him?” He pointed to the man lying on the floor; only his boots were visible from behind the sofa.

	“TKO. The belt goes to the frying pan.” Carol smiled.

	“Doesn’t matter,” said Eddie. “I don’t need him to get what I need.”

	“You’re going to have to get through us first.”

	“I was hoping you’d say that.” The man took a step forward.

	Ava launched into action. She grabbed the spatula from the back of her pants and smacked the man across the face. Hard. Twice.

	“Ouch!” the man screamed. He threw a wild punch at Ava, missing her jaw by a mere inch. “I’m going to kill you.”

	“You’ll have to catch me!” Ava raced across the living room and leaped through the doorway into the kitchen. Eddie dashed after her. He let out a high-pitched scream as his already-wet foot hit the oily floor. He fought valiantly to regain his balance, but his momentum sent him crashing into the sink. His feet slipped from under him, sending him to the floor in a heap.

	“Tabasco!” yelled Derik, who suddenly appeared brandishing a large cup filled to the brim with red liquid.

	Even beneath the mask, the girls could see the terror in the man’s eyes.

	“Bottoms up!” Derik smiled, dowsing the man’s face in hot sauce.

	“Argh!” the man screamed. “Hot! Hot! So hot.”

	Carol ripped Eddie’s mask off. “Good job, Derik! Tie him up.”

	Eddie was down, but he still had fight left in him. He flipped onto his belly and fought to get his hands and knees under him. Ava assisted by giving him a quick kick to his midsection.

	Eddie collapsed to the floor, making a high-pitched, squeaky noise. Derik immediately jumped onto Eddie’s back and began tying his hands behind him. 

	“My eyes. They’re on fire,” Eddie moaned.

	“You may be evil,” Ava said. “But that’s what separates us.” She and Derik flipped him over onto his back. She turned on the kitchen sink, grabbed the sprayer, and washed off his face.

	“Wait a minute,” said Carol. “If you’re Eddie, then who’s that other guy? He’s too small to be Anthony.”

	A smile stretched across Eddie’s face. “Surprise!”

	Ava grabbed a pan from the kitchen wall as a precaution and cautiously approached the man sprawled behind the couch. He was just beginning to come to. Ava grabbed the corner of the couch and slid the large piece of furniture across the floor.

	The man rubbed his head and slowly sat up. “Who are you?” Ava cocked the pan over her shoulder. 

	“I was the pinch hitter for my tee-ball team when I was six. I wouldn’t try anything stupid.”

	The man nodded and then slowly lifted his ski mask. Ava’s knees buckled. She couldn’t believe her eyes. “Mr. Hall.” The words caught in her throat. “Why?”

	Carol and Derik gathered behind her. Carol felt like she’d just taken a gut punch.
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Egg-cellent

	Mr. Hall leaned his head against the sofa. “They kidnapped me,” he whispered. “They said if I did anything stupid that they were going to take my girls.” Tears streamed down Mr. Hall’s face. He shook his head, his mouth trembling. “Anthony is waiting in the car…. If anything happens, he’s going to….” He looked up at Ava and Carol. “I was hoping that you would be here.”

	“Derik, grab some ice. Mr. Hall, your children are safe. My mom went to go get them.”

	“No.” He shook his head. “They said that they—”

	“They lied to you.” Ava showed Mr. Hall the picture on her phone of the two children safe at home.

	“Oh my God,” he sobbed. He climbed dizzily to his feet. “We can’t let Anthony get away.”

	Derik hurried off into the kitchen and returned with a bag of frozen peas. “Works better than ice. I used to use it when I got injured playing hockey.”

	“I’m so sorry, Mr. Hall.” Ava winced as she tenderly put the bag of frozen peas against his head. “I didn’t know it was you.”

	“It’s okay.” He smiled wanly. “You girls certainly know how to take care of yourselves.”

	“All right,” Carol smiled. “Enough of this mushy stuff. We need to secure our good friend Eddie and pay a surprise visit to Anthony.”

	Ava retrieved the duct tape from the fireplace hearth. “Come on, Derik. It’s time to wrap up a criminal for Christmas.” 

	The gift-wrapping duo started at his feet and worked their way up to his waist. When they were finished, he looked like a gray mermaid.

	“Absolutely gorgeous,” smiled Ava, inspecting their work.

	“Now what?” asked Derik. “We can’t just leave him here in the kitchen.”

	“That’s true.” Ava grabbed him by the legs and stared at Derik. “Don’t just stand there. Give me a hand.”

	“Which one? My right or my left?”

	“Seriously? At a time like this, you’re going to try jokes older than Father Time? You’re such a disappointment.”

	“Where do you want me to put him?”

	“Wait, don’t I have any say in this?” asked Eddie. “I’m not a piece of meat!”

	“He’s right. Plus, I don’t think he’ll fit in the refrigerator. Let’s drag him into the pantry,” Ava suggested. “It locks from the outside.”

	“Even better.” Derik smiled. “It’s perfect for him. Pretty soon he’ll be doing thyme. Get it? Thyme…because he’ll be going to prison.”

	Ava rolled her eyes and sighed.

	“Fine, I’ll stop,” said Derik as he helped maneuver Eddie into the closet. “But only because you’re making a big dill out of it.”

	“You know what? I’m gonna put you in the pantry with him. Maybe he’ll appreciate your jokes.”

	“I relish the thought.”

	Ava flicked off the lights and contemplated whether or not she should throw Derik in the pantry next to the bad guy. She locked the door, grabbed a chair from the kitchen table, and wedged it beneath the door handle. “Sweet dreams.”

	***

	Ava, Carol, Derik, and Mr. Hall trekked through the woods behind the Parkers’ house. The snow was much deeper and much more difficult to traverse. 

	“It’s not much further from here,” said Mr. Hall. “If you’re going to call the police, I’d do it now.”

	Carol nodded in agreement. “You don’t want him to see the light from your phone.”

	“All right.” Ava shielded the glow of her screen with her hand. “Here goes nothing,” she whispered. “Hello, this is Ava Clarke. Is Detective Edwards on duty tonight?”

	Carol and Derik grimaced; Ava’s voice sounded so loud in the still of the night.

	“Yes ma’am. There’s an emergency. A man robbed our house, and now he’s attacking my friends.” The dispatcher’s tone switched and was all business now.

	“I don’t know the exact address. We’re in the middle of Clover Street. Please, let Detective Edwards know. He’s a friend of our family. Hurry!” Ava was trembling when she hung up the phone. “How did I do?”

	“Great, except for the fact that at the moment, Anthony’s sitting quietly in his car.”

	“That’s not the problem,” Derik said. “I just heard a car start.”

	Ava and Carol looked at each other. “Run!”

	Carol burst from the tree line first, just in time to see Anthony making a three-point turn on the snowy road. Derik and Ava emerged just behind her.

	“Oh, no, he doesn’t!” cried Ava. “Mr. Hall!”

	“Right here behind you.”

	“Eggs, please.” 

	Mr. Hall flipped open the carton. The children grabbed their organic weapons and charged Anthony’s black Mustang, pelting it with eggs.

	Anthony revved the engine and sped toward them. He jammed on the brakes at the last second, causing the car to fishtail and then slide sideways across the icy road. He lowered his window and screamed, “Do you punks have a death wish?”

	Obviously, Ava did, because at that exact moment, she let an egg fly, beaming him directly in the forehead. Pieces of shell and egg yolk slid slowly down his massive brow.

	“Egg-cellent!” yelled Derik, thrusting his fist in the air. He picked up a chunk of ice and hurled it at the car. It hit the rear window of the car, shattering it. “Oops.”

	Anthony calmly unbuckled his seatbelt and then proceeded to kick the car door open with such force that Carol couldn’t believe it was still attached. 

	“I recognize you,” he growled, pointing a stubby finger at Ava. “And….” he hesitated for a moment. Carol’s face was hidden behind a hockey mask, a hockey stick in her hands. “Maybe you,” he snarled.

	“See what happens when you don’t take people’s pictures,” taunted Ava. “They trash your ride!”

	“I’m going to tear you to pieces!” The man lunged for Ava, but she was ready and jumped to the side as his huge, hulking frame flew by. His feet slipped on the ice. He tried to counterbalance by windmilling his arms but overcompensated and fell hard on his butt. A cloud of snow erupted around him.

	Whoa, that was impressive, thought Ava. “Do you give up?” 

	She took a step back as Anthony clambered to his feet. Was she imagining things or was steam rising from his body? His nostrils flared, and his eyes narrowed in on her.

	“Uhm, guys?” Ava began backpedaling.

	“Right behind you, Aves,” said Carol.

	“Where’s Derik?”

	“Not sure.”

	“Great…he disappeared on us again?!”

	“Come here, you little punk, so I can pound you into the ground.”

	“Are you even listening to yourself?” Ava asked. “What’s my motivation?” 

	Anthony launched himself at the girls. This time he moved with precision and control. Ava and Carol blindly backpedaled into the rear of his car. They were trapped. Suddenly, there was a tremendous scuffling noise behind them, followed by a guttural scream, and then a dark figure went flying through the air. Derik had launched himself like a human missile from the roof of the Mustang and landed on top of Anthony. Derik wrapped his legs around Anthony’s chest and his arms around his head, holding on for dear life and screaming at the top of his lungs.

	Carol didn’t hesitate. She jumped right into the foray, pummeling Anthony with her field hockey stick. Something surged in Mr. Hall. Ava didn’t know whether it was adrenaline, loss of all rational thought, or just sheer stupidity. He raced past Carol and dove through the air. 

	For a brief moment, elation filled Ava. Unfortunately, it was short-lived. At the last moment, Anthony drove his knee up. It connected with Mr. Hall’s forehead. He crumpled into a pile on the road. 

	This is hopeless. Where are the police? Ava circled Anthony and then charged, slamming her shoulder into his waist. Her head twisted to the side, and she slammed to the ground. She managed to roll away just as Anthony slammed his foot where she was lying.

	There was a loud crack as Carol’s hockey stick broke in half and skittered away.

	Anthony dug his thumbs into Derik’s calves and squeezed. Derik screamed and launched himself off Anthony’s back.

	“Scatter!” Carol yelled. “Fall back! Fall back!”

	Mr. Hall responded by slowly sitting up and wobbling. There was no chance of him scattering or doing much of anything.

	An evil and victorious smile filled Anthony’s face. He looked down at Mr. Hall and drew back his fist.

	“Hey, ugly!” Derik screamed. “I got your car keys!” He dangled them from his fingertips. “I’m going to steal your car.”

	Derik dashed to the front of the Mustang and waved the key, taunting Anthony. Anthony decided not to rearrange Mr. Hall’s face and rearrange Derik’s instead.

	Derik screamed, putting the car between him and Anthony. Even with two thousand pounds of metal between them, he was afraid it wouldn’t be enough. 

	Ava sprinted over to Derik and whispered into his ear. He nodded and smiled. “You want your keys?”

	Anthony shifted his weight to his right leg, making Derik jump.

	“If I give you the keys, will you let us go?” Derik asked.

	Anthony smiled. “Sure, kid. Just give me the keys, and you and your friends can go their merry way.”

	“Awesome,” Derik took a step toward him. “Here.” Derik drew back and threw the keys over Anthony’s head. As if in slow motion, Anthony’s massive head turned skyward. He watched the keys as they skittered across the road into the ditch.

	Ava popped the trunk. It was filled with duffel bags. “Help me!” she hissed at Derik.

	Anthony had stopped searching. He’d found the keys. He stormed toward the car; a cloud of ice and snow kicked up behind him with every footfall.

	Derik stepped out from behind the car, paralyzed by fear, as the mountain of a man bore down on him. Derik closed his eyes and braced for impact.

	At the last second, Ava leaped from behind the car, dropped to her knees, and slammed the tire iron into Anthony’s shin. Like the epic scene between David and Goliath, Anthony’s eyes rolled up into his eye sockets. He crashed to the ground in an explosion of ice and snow.

	Derik gasped for air. His body trembled uncontrollably.

	“It’s all right.” Carol wrapped him in her arms. “We did it. It’s all right!”

	Behind them, blue lights flashed. The trio spun around in unison.

	“Mr. Hall!” Carol exclaimed. “We’ve got to get Mr. Hall out of here.”

	“I’ll take him!” Derik rushed over and helped Mr. Hall to his feet.

	“Is it Christmas?” asked Mr. Hall. His head lolled from side to side.

	“Almost,” said Derik. He helped Mr. Hall stand and led him off the road. He’d just disappeared into the forest when a line of police cars slid to a stop in front of them.

	A handsome man in a trench coat—Detective Edwards, naturally—leaped out of the first SUV and raced over to the girls. “Ava! Is that you, Carol?”

	“Oh, yes, sir,” said Carol, taking off her hockey mask.

	“What in the world is going on?”

	“This is Anthony, half of the team that’s been terrorizing the citizens of Livingston. You’ll find artwork, jewelry, and who knows what else in the trunk of their car.”

	Detective Edwards took a look at Anthony’s immense size and then addressed the girls. “We asked you to wait until we got here. That man could have….” He stopped himself.

	“We were going to wait. We were actually hiding in the woods. But then he turned his car away, and…we couldn’t let him get away. We just figured we’d hold him off until you guys got here.”

	Detective Edwards shook his head. “I’ve got to ask, how?” He nodded toward Anthony, who lay on the ground moaning.

	“Let’s just say, he looked a bit tired and needed more iron in his diet.”

	Detective Edwards shook his head and sighed. “You two are going to be the death of my hairline.”

	“I think you’d look very distinguished bald,” Ava assured him.

	“And quite handsome,” Carol added.

	“So, where is the other half of Anthony’s team?”

	“He’s in the Parkers’ pantry,” Carol replied.

	“Oh,” Ava added. “Just a heads-up. Your team’s going to need scissors and a lot of patience.”

	The word why began to escape Detective Edwards’s lips and then he stopped himself. “I don’t want to know, do I?”

	“Probably not.” Ava smiled angelically.
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On the News

	“I’m here with Ava Clarke and Carol Miller, two super-sleuths from Livingston, Massachusetts.”

	The cameraman eased back, widening the shot. Ava and Carol stood in their front yard with Greta Woods from Livingston News. The Clarkes’ family Christmas monstrosity shone brilliantly in the background.

	Ava had negotiated with Greta Woods that the only way they would give the interview was if her father’s Christmas Extravaganza was their backdrop. Take that, Grafton family. Ava was pretty sure she caught a glimpse of Mr. Grafton watching the live broadcast through his binoculars.

	Ava wore her green dress hoodie, sparkly red leggings, and black boots. Her freshly re-dyed purple highlights shimmered in the production lights set up by the cameraman.

	Carol wore her hair in an elegant French braid. She too wore her green dress hoodie with golden-bassoon earrings. She also wore gold leggings and black, calf-high boots.

	“I’m told by Detective Edwards that you two singlehandedly captured two deadly criminals wanted by three states.”

	“Yes and no,” Carol replied. “We did have help. Our good friend Derik Charter played a huge part in helping us catch the bad guys.”

	“What made you decide to get involved in this investigation? Why not let the police handle such dangerous individuals?”

	“When they robbed the citizens of Livingston,” Ava replied, “it became personal. Stealing from people is horrible, but stealing from people at Christmas is unconscionable.” Ava winked at Carol.

	“Well spoken, Miss Clarke. We’re very proud of you. We also heard that the families here in Livingston were extremely grateful to have their valuables returned. Many of the items had been in the families for years and were simply irreplaceable.”

	“We’re honored that we could help. We love the town of Livingston and all the wonderful people that make up this community.” Carol turned to Ava, who nodded.

	“If we may, Mrs. Woods, we’d like to make a small announcement of our own.”

	“Go ahead. The town certainly owes you.” Greta smiled.

	“Thank you so much.” Carol handed Greta a piece of paper and then turned to the cameraman. 

	“Tonight, we need your help. There is a family that is truly hurting this Christmas. They would never ask for help, and we’ve promised to respect their anonymity. But they truly need us.” Carol turned to Ava.

	“So,” said Ava, looking into the camera, “if you can find it in your heart, please, help us help this family by giving them a Christmas miracle. We’ve created a web page where you can donate to the family. Please join us, so we can give them the Christmas they deserve.” Ava choked up on the last sentence and gave Carol a hug.

	Greta smiled and put her arms around the girls. “And the web address is….”
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A Christmas Miracle

	It was Christmas morning. Ava and Carol were exhausted; it had been a busy night. While the small town of Livingston slept, Ava and Carol were busy working with their parents to create a surprise Christmas for Mr. Hall and his family.

	Livingston Toy Store donated dozens of gifts, including two new bicycles for the children. Donelan’s donated an entire Christmas Day meal and two weeks’ worth of groceries, and if that wasn’t enough, thousands of dollars had poured into the donation website.

	The girls worked through the night, turning Mr. Hall’s front porch into a Christmas miracle. Carol met Derik and his father at the Charter Bank at seven in the morning and exchanged the donation money for a check made out to Mr. Hall. Ava took the check and placed it in a giant gold envelope and attached it to the Christmas tree they’d set up on Mr. Hall’s porch.

	By eight o’clock, they were nearly finished. Carol placed a laptop on a small table beside the tree. She’d set up Zoom on it so Mr. Hall’s wife could be a part of the Christmas celebration.

	Ava finished up the last piece of business. She attached a wireless camera to the Christmas tree and then quietly tiptoed off Mr. Hall’s porch.

	At 8:30 a.m., Carol called Mr. Hall and put him on speakerphone. She and Ava were watching his front porch on the big screen in The Lair. Mr. Hall answered on the third ring.

	“Merry Christmas, Mr. Hall!” the girls chirped in unison.

	“Merry Christmas. Is everything okay?” Tension filled his voice.

	“Everything is wonderful,” said Carol quickly, not wanting him to worry. “Are Elise and Erin awake?”

	“Yes, they’re just finishing breakfast.”

	“Awe.” Carol smiled. “Can you guys all gather together in the living room? We have something exciting we want to show you.”

	Carol nodded to Ava. “Mrs. Hall, Merry Christmas!” said Ava into the microphone on her laptop. “I’m connecting your Zoom call now so you can watch.”

	In the background, Ava and Carol could hear Mr. Hall calling the girls’ names. 

	“Elise. Erin. Come here, quickly.”

	Ava and Carol could hear the girls run into the room and ask the father why he’d called them. “Shh, one second,” he said.

	“Okay, everyone is there?” Carol asked.

	“Yes,” said Mr. Hall, his voice sounding both excited and confused.

	“Mr. Hall, I’m going to hang up the phone. When I do, I want you to open your front door and have a very merry Christmas. Carol hung up the phone, and the girls turned their attention to the live video feed from Mr. Hall’s house.

	“They’re opening the door!” Ava said excitedly.

	Mr. Hall’s head slowly poked out of the doorway and was instantly shoved aside by Elise and Erin. They froze on the porch, which looked every bit like Santa’s workshop.

	Mountains of presents surrounded them. Two brand new bicycles with big red ribbons leaned against the porch railing.

	“Mom!” Erin pointed to the laptop resting on a table beside the Christmas tree.

	Elise dashed over to the laptop to talk to her mom.

	Mr. Hall held a trembling hand to his mouth. He shook his head in disbelief. He knelt behind his daughters and wrapped them in his arms. Tears spilled down his cheeks.

	Carol flicked off the television and absorbed the moment. “Let’s let them enjoy their Christmas.” She turned toward her best friend. “Are you crying?”

	“No. No.” Ava declared, drying her eyes with her sleeve. “My eyes are finally thawing from our bike ride.”

	Carol leaned back on the couch; a huge smile filled her face. “We did good this time, Aves.”

	“Yeah, Carebear,” said Ava, smiling just as broadly. “We did good.”
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