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			PROLOGUE

			The time you learned the truth about magic.

			During my many years of recording the exploits of the greatest detective who ever lived, I often came across events that I classify as bizarre, over-the-top, and unlikely. If I hadn’t witnessed them with my own eyes, I would even go so far as to call them magical.

			I stop short, however, of using such a term, for we all know magic isn’t real. There are no such things as wizards, wands, or spells. If you’ve ever seen someone do a magic trick, you should know that it is nothing more than an illusion—an elaborate hoax to convince you what you’re seeing is real when, in fact, it’s only a clever ruse.

			I, of course, don’t mean to spoil magic for you. I mean only to warn you that some things aren’t what they appear to be. And perhaps if newly appointed S.O.S. initiate John Randel Boarhog had learned the truth about magic earlier, he would have been able to prevent suffering one of the greatest losses of his life.

			As I look back through my office of maps and crew manifests, surveying a set of Houdini-brand handcuffs, the pocketknife with a kangaroo etched into its side, a best-in-show blue ribbon, and a rumpled i heart wombat T-shirt, I can’t help but wish things could have ended differently. If only John R. Boarhog and his new legal guardian, Inspector Toadius McGee, had been better prepared, maybe their vacation could have been a relaxing, rejuvenating one.

			I have done my best to recall, collect, and catalogue the events of that infamous cruise ship voyage in the sky. I have once again changed only the facts I didn’t like and replaced them with lies I rather enjoy. And I will warn you, dear reader, that just like the best magic trick, not everything is as it appears.

			But for now, our story begins with an esteemed detective, his adopted son, and a mysterious bag of flour….
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		CHAPTER ONE

		The time when John visited a prison.

		On the day in question, the sun rose as usual. A wise man once noted, however, that just because the sun rises doesn’t mean the darkness disappears. At six o’clock on this grimly sunny day, not one, but three extraordinary things were happening.

		The first was that a warehouse in Moonachie, New Jersey, was being robbed. Now, warehouse robberies aren’t unusual, especially in New Jersey. What made this robbery different was that the thieves didn’t steal money or valuable items, but rather last year’s Thanksgiving Day Parade balloons.

		Meanwhile, across the river, three trunks belonging to a well-known magician were about to be loaded onto a ship. This, too, could also be considered normal, as magicians often have trunks and travel on ships, but what made this particular event curious was what was hidden inside the cases.

		And finally, a man in a bright blue bowler hat and his new ward were standing impatiently in a long line in the middle of Central Park.

		“There is no way!” John watched as the line inched forward. “Toadius, dude, we can’t trust him. Remember, he tried to kill us?”

		“Of course, he did.” Toadius stood on his tiptoes trying to see what was taking so long. “That’s what evil geniuses do.”

		“Toadius,” John pleaded. “Why him?”

		The inspector eyed his ward. His determined expression melted into a compassionate and protective one. “Because he is the only person on this filthy island who would know how the Mauve Moth is going to get on the ship. No matter what, remember that Polly is a thief who will stop at nothing to achieve what she wants. In a couple of hours, we will embark on what might be our most dangerous case. And so we go in, ask a couple of questions, and leave. If there was any other way, I promise you, I would’ve thought of it.”

		John knew Toadius was right. They’d spent the past two weeks scanning the ship’s blueprints and crew manifesto and diving into hundreds of passenger profiles all to figure out precisely what the Mauve Moth would steal next, with no luck.

		Polly “Pickles” Cronopolis was clever. John had met her not even a month before, and had been thoroughly charmed by her. She’d claimed to be an ordinary actress but turned out to be the world’s greatest criminal mastermind, the Mauve Moth.

		John had discovered this when she tried to steal the legendary Egypt’s Fire ruby, framed him for the theft, and then when that ploy failed, she faked her death to evade the authorities.

		But before she’d vanished, she’d left him a mysterious compass accompanied by one of her signature riddles, which laid out the path to her next target, if only they could decipher it.

		Unfortunately, John and Toadius were stuck, and the only individual on earth who could help them decode the clue wasn’t easily reached. Or even human.

		“Here we are, Doctor,” Toadius said cheerfully, pointing to a sign. “The New York City Maximum Security Prison for the Criminally Inclined and Humanly Deficient.”

		Of course, the sign did not actually say the new york city maximum security prison for the criminally inclined and humanly deficient. It had only three letters.

		“You mean the zoo?” John said as they approached the ticket booth.

		“Yes, the zoo.” Toadius laughed. “You always know how to make a serious moment fun. What did you think zoo meant?”

		“Zoo is short for zoological park. It comes from the Greek word zoon, which means an animal,” the ticket booth attendant explained.

		“Yes, a prison for animals.” Toadius looked at John as if the boy had broccoli in his teeth. “Did you learn nothing in that museum?”

		John scowled. “Are you telling me that all zoo animals are criminal masterminds?”

		“What? No. That’s absurd. Just the inmates of this prison. The Central Park Zoo holds the world’s most notorious criminal masterminds. The Bronx Zoo holds minor offenders. White-collar crimes, mostly.” Toadius flashed his badge at the booth attendant.

		“Are you here for the Bring Your Dad to the Zoo event?” The ticket attendant gestured to a sign that showed a cartoon child dragging their father into the park.

		“I’m afraid my father is no longer with us,” Toadius said, removing his hat and bowing his head.

		The ticket attendant raised an eyebrow. “I was referring to you and your son.”

		“Son?” Toadius fumbled. “This is my ward, Dr. John Boarhog.”

		“Looks a little young to be a doctor.” The ticket attendant crossed her arms.

		“I’m not a doctor,” John corrected. “What the inspector is trying to say is that he’s my guardian.”

		“Oh. Well, I guess I can still give you the discount.”

		As Toadius paid the vendor, something across the way caught John’s eye. Someone or something seemed to be watching them. A man. Or at least, John assumed it was a man. After all, one can’t simply identify someone from looks alone. Polly and her array of disguises had taught him that lesson. This particular suspicious character had a bright red beard and was dressed in a suit and a very fancy bow tie. A matching orange fedora rested on their head at a jaunty tilt. They peered back at John, but when the boy made eye contact, they froze as if they’d realized they were about to be a T. rex’s dinner.

		“Toadius.” John pointed, shifting his gaze from the stranger for a split second. “Do you know that person?”

		Toadius’s smile grew even wider than usual. “Of course. Who doesn’t know Petey the Penguin?”

		“Why is he called Petey the Penguin?” John asked, then stumbled back. In the spot where the man had been standing was now a person in a giant penguin costume. “Wait, that’s not who I was talking about. They had a red beard.”

		“Doctor,” Toadius chided. “Penguins don’t have red beards. Although I’m sure with the right bone structure, some could pull the look off.”

		“No, I mean there was a person there with a red beard watching us.”

		“Hmm,” Toadius scanned the crowd. “I don’t see anyone with a red beard, but who knows? You just solved a massive case, and I’m sure people will recognize you from time to time. Price of fame, I’m afraid. Now, shall we?” Toadius tipped his hat and briskly set off again. “Onward to the monkey house.”

		In a matter of moments, they had arrived at the primate detention center. The room was a large hexagon. On every wall was a habitat made to look like a different part of the world, with each cell decorated to make its captive feel at home. In the middle of the building was a green velvet table with an assortment of primates playing poker.

		Three spider monkeys sat on top of one chair holding a hand of cards between them. An orangutan in a tilted green visor dealt cards to a baboon wearing sunglasses, a silverback gorilla, and one of the zookeepers.

		When the zookeeper spotted the detectives, he leapt to his feet and hurried over.

		Roy—for that’s what his name tag said—was a wiry man. His sunken eyes and pale face made John think of a book he once read about man who couldn’t sleep because of a heart beating relentlessly under his floor. “Can I help you?” he asked as he wiped the sweat from his brow. “Visitors aren’t allowed until ten.”

		“My name is Inspector Toadius McGee. I’m here to speak to one of your inmates about a crime.”

		“Which one?” Roy shot a look at the spider monkeys.

		“Shim-Sham.” Toadius’s voice echoed off in the small brick-walled room. All of the primates froze. It was so quiet, you might have thought you were in a library, and not the detention facility for some of New York’s most notorious criminals.

		Toadius eyed the guard. “You seem nervous, Roy.”

		“Well…Shim-Sham is the greatest criminal mastermind of all time. No one in their right mind would trust a single word he utters.”

		“That’s what I said,” John grumbled.

		Toadius frowned at his ward then turned his attention back to Roy. “Nevertheless, I must speak with him.”

		The guard gulped. “Are you sure?”

		“Quite sure. If you would lead the way?” Toadius turned and beckoned to John. “Stay close, Doctor. One can never be too careful around these darn dirty apes.”

		The pair followed Roy through a set of gates. When they reached Shim-Sham’s cell, the guard could barely keep his hand steady long enough to put the key into the giant lock. “After you, gentleman,” he said, motioning for Toadius to go in first.

		A dirty bare bulb hung from the ceiling, casting a weak glow across the cell, though through the gloom John spotted a pile of bananas, which had been tossed haphazardly into the corner.

		At first he didn’t notice the small monkey with his back turned to the door, his hunched form a silhouette against the gray concrete wall.

		“Shim-Sham.” Roy’s voice cracked. “You have visitors.”

		The monkey didn’t respond. His back remained to the men as he stared at the bananas.

		“How long has he been like this?” Toadius asked, slowly approaching.

		“Be careful, Inspector.” Roy squeaked out. “I hear he bites.”

		“Nonsense. There is nothing to fear….” Toadius was right behind Shim-Sham.

		“Monkeys can’t be trusted!” Roy warned.

		“True, but there is no monkey in this cell.” Toadius’s arm shot up and he grabbed the bulb, directing the light onto the hunched form, revealing not the monkey mastermind, but a bag of flour with the name Shim-Sham scrawled across the front.

		Roy gasped. “He’s escaped!”

		“You were right about one thing, Roy.” Toadius grinned. “Monkeys cannot be trusted.”

		

		—

		Within minutes, the cell was crawling with government agents.

		Toadius had been lying on the bench where “Flour-Sham” was found, staring up at the ceiling, not blinking. Roy sat in a chair outside the cell, breathing deeply into a paper bag while the three spider monkeys consoled him. A photographer snapped a few pictures as a familiar voice echoed down the hallway.

		“Of course I know what this means to the city,” Chief Doug Brownie bellowed. “That’s why we have our top men on it.” Brownie burst into the cell and beelined for the inspector. “McGee, there you are. What do we know?”

		John hardly recognized the newly appointed chief of police. Brownie’s suit had been ironed and his hair was slicked back. He reminded John of when the class bully took his school pictures.

		Following Brownie was a familiar crooked-nosed Jersey boy, Danny.

		“Chief.” Toadius continued to stare at the ceiling. “Nice suit. Jackie picked it out?”

		“Yes. Wait.” Brownie went pink. “How did you know that? Did Danny tell you?” He glared at his ward. “What did I say about ratting on people?”

		“Don’t do it?” Danny answered, then waved to John.

		“Don’t do it. That’s right.” Brownie slapped the boy on the back. “Chip off the ole block, huh, McGee?”

		“Quite.” Toadius shook his head. “Rest assured, your ward is no rat. It’s public knowledge that you and Jackie are an item.”

		Since John had last seen the star reporter and the newly appointed chief of police, they had become quite the celebrity power couple. Jaclyn Star had been on every late-night talk show boasting about how she and her beau had single-handedly taken down Shim-Sham and saved the city. But the love affair between the reporter and the policeman wasn’t the weirdest part of their story. Overnight, Doug Brownie’s personality had changed dramatically. Not a month earlier, he’d been a lousy cop who used bully tactics to solve crimes, and claimed Inspector Toadius McGee to be his sworn enemy. Yet ever since Brownie had been named chief, John had seen a different side of the man. He’d made his world-famous barbecue chicken to apologize for trying to convict John of stealing the Egypt’s Fire, and had even gone so far as to publicly state that Toadius McGee was the best addition to the NYPD since he’d come out of the academy.

		This sudden change in his personality was probably a result of Brownie spending most of his life trying to live up to someone else’s standards. Doug Brownie had learned a lesson that I hope you, dear reader, will take to heart: it doesn’t matter what other people think, as long as you love yourself.

		“Doug, what time is it?” Toadius asked.

		Brownie looked at his watch. “A quarter to noon.”

		“Oh, my.” The inspector sat up. “Doctor, we need to retrieve our bags from the flat. We must be on our way. We don’t want to be late for our ship.”

		“What? Wait!” Brownie bellowed. “Where are you going?”

		“On holiday,” Toadius replied matter-of-factly.

		“ON A VACATION?” Brownie hollered.

		The inspector adjusted his bowler hat. “Yes. Why else would one go on a cruise ship in the sky?”

		“Toadius, don’t you think we should find out where Shim-Sham is before jumping on a ship to Brazil?” John asked, grabbing the inspector’s arm to stop him from running off.

		“No, I think we need to get on that ship.”

		“And let Shim-Sham escape?”

		Toadius chuckled. “Of course not. We will need to apprehend him as well. Let him go? I never realized you had such a soft spot for the furry little criminal.”

		“I don’t,” John protested.

		“Aren’t you a rotten liar.”

		By this point, Brownie’s face had turned a disturbing shade of red. “You can’t go anywhere until you know where that fleabag is!”

		Toadius raised an eyebrow. “I know where he is.”

		John could barely contain his excitement. “Are you saying you’ve already solved the case?”

		“Of course.”

		Everyone in the cell swiveled to face the inspector.

		“It’s really rather genius!” he said, but he was only met with looks of confusion. “Oh, I apologize. Allow me to explain—Wait! I have a better idea,” the inspector said as he settled back sat down on the bench. “You tell me where he is.”

		“Who, me?” John and Brownie said at the same time.

		“Oh, you mean him,” they both replied.

		“I thought he meant you.” The young detective and the new chief of police eyed each other warily, then turned to stare at the inspector.

		“My dear initiates, though your comedic timing is commendable, we have a ship to catch, so if it saves time, I’ll allow you to work this out together.”

		“You want us to solve the crime?” Brownie asked, eyes wide.

		“Of course.” Toadius crossed his arms. “You are both new members of the S.O.S. And I do believe this is the perfect place for you to expand your skills.”

		“Toadius,” John pleaded. “We don’t have time. If you already know the solution, just tell us.”

		“Nonsense. Time is no excuse. I’m not always going to be around to solve your problems for you. Just like a baby bird, I will have to just push you from the nest.”

		“But—” Brownie paused to take a big gulp of air. “I don’t want to be pushed from the nest.”

		“Don’t be shy,” Toadius pressed, his voice shifting as if he were scolding a dog. “This is a crime scene, so solve the crime.”

		“Okay.” Brownie shook out his arms and cracked his neck. “We can do this, Boarhog. We’re detectives. We solve stuff.”

		John met Brownie’s eyes. “Yeah, we got this.”

		“Okay kid, what do we know?”

		“Well, we know that Shim-Sham must have escaped sometime today,” John answered slowly, pointing to Flour-Sham, “Otherwise, the guards would have noticed he was missing when they served him dinner last night.”

		Toadius clapped. “Very good. Shim-Sham has been in this prison for over a week. Why did he wait to escape until today?”

		John glanced around the cell. “It’s because he didn’t have anywhere to go until today?”

		Brownie frowned. “What do you mean?”

		“I mean something made today special,” John explained. “I just wish I knew what it was.”

		Toadius scanned the confused faces around him, then shook his head. “Dr. Boarhog, if you were a criminal who’d escaped from jail, where would you go?”

		“Out of the country. I’d try to find somewhere I could hide.”

		“Correct!” Toadius clapped John on the back.

		“So, Shim-Sham’s going to try to leave the country?” Brownie asked.

		Toadius high-fived the chief. “Yes, good job, Doug! I see someone has been studying.”

		Brownie grinned like he’d been given a gold star on his spelling test.

		“But couldn’t he do that any day?” John asked. “I mean, it’s not like countries disappear overnight.”

		“Not unless you count Yugoslavia,” Toadius countered.

		“What’s Yugoslavia?” Danny asked.

		Toadius winked. “Exactly.”

		John cleared his throat. “So which country do we think he’d try?”

		Toadius locked eyes with his ward. “Isn’t it obvious?”

		“Obvious. Ah, yes. Of course. That’s near China, right?” Brownie turned to Danny, who just shrugged.

		Toadius tapped his umbrella on the ground to refocus them. “There are well over a hundred countries in the world, so how do we go about narrowing down the possibilities?”

		“By eliminating some of the countries,” Brownie suggested.

		“And how do we do that?” Toadius leaned toward his ward. “Close your eyes and think. Your eyes can deceive you, so it’s important to use your other senses. Smell the room, listen to the creaks, feel for a slight breeze that shouldn’t be there. Rule Number Six: Crime scenes can’t keep quiet. They are always speaking to a detective. What is this room trying to tell you?”

		John took a deep breath and focused on the problem. After a few moments, he opened his eyes to take in his surroundings. The cell was dingy, with little light and terrible airflow. He could hear other monkeys cackling in the distance. He remembered that when they’d entered the monkey house, the cells had looked like exhibits from the museum, with individualized habitats for each captive. Yet Shim-Sham’s cell had barely any decor. In fact, the only thing in the room that would have made Shim-Sham feel comforted was the pile of ripening bananas. “He would go somewhere that felt like home.”

		“Exactly,” Toadius replied. “What else?”

		“A place with plenty of bananas.” Brownie waved to the pile across the way.

		“Go on.”

		“Um…he’d need to find a way to get to that place,” John continued, though he sounded less sure now.

		“Yes.” The inspector cleared his throat and then launched into his deductions, albeit at a very rapid pace. “There is one thing in this room that Shim-Sham loves more than life itself. Bananas! And if you look at the bananas in this cell, you’ll see they all have one thing in common. But let’s put that aside for a moment. The United States of America is a capitalistic country, meaning its people run a series of businesses to produce products or services that others want. The dream of most business owners is to run what we call a niche business, an enterprise that only a few others are engaged in. In that way, there is less competition and business owners make more money. For instance, take this banana. There are five major companies that sell bananas in the United States, even though bananas don’t grow here. They’re imported. Ten counties produce most of the world’s bananas. India, of course, is the first.”

		“He’s going to India!” Brownie barked at his officers. “Why are you still standing there?”

		“One moment, please,” the inspector said, causing the officers to stumble over one another. “India. That’s absurd.” Toadius leveled a look at Brownie as though the chief had stated that the Red Sox were a better team than the Brooklyn Bombers.

		“Toadius, where is he going then?” John demanded.

		“India?” the inspector scoffed. “India…No! India, as you might know, is an ally of the United States. If Shim-Sham were going to India, officials would put him in a crate and send him back home. The other four top exporters of bananas—Uganda, China, the Philippines, and Ecuador—would all do the same.”

		“Where did he go, then?” Danny asked.

		“Think, my boy. What comes after five?”

		“Six?” the boy from Jersey whispered uncertainly, counting on his fingers.

		“Yes, six!” Toadius patted him on the back, almost as hard as Brownie had. “One point for young Daniel.”

		“What country is number six?” Brownie asked.

		“Everything you need to know is in this room.” Toadius watched as a light went off in Brownie’s head. The large detective turned back to the pile of bananas. He peered down at a tiny white label featuring a young female monkey with what appeared to be a hat made out of little bananas. On the label were the words grown in brasil.

		“Brazil!” Brownie cried, pitching the banana to John.

		“Why didn’t I think of that? Brazil has no extradition treaty with the United States, which means if Shim-Sham can get there, he’ll be free.” John pointed the banana at Toadius. “I read about it in the Getting to Know Brazil pamphlet from the cruise ship.”

		“That still doesn’t explain why Shim-Sham chose today to break out of jail!” Brownie bellowed.

		“Yes, it does.” John tossed the banana to Toadius and leapt onto the bench. “He had to wait for today because he’s leaving the country the same way we are.”

		Toadius beamed. “Well done, Detectives Boarhog and Brownie. Shim-Sham will attempt to stow away via Her Majesty’s Royal Air Armada.”

		This made perfect sense to John. He and Toadius were about to join the maiden voyage of the armada, departing from New York City that afternoon, and would be flying nonstop to Rio de Janeiro. He shook his head. “That means Shim-Sham and the Mauve Moth are on the same ship!”

		“Come, Doctor.” Toadius beamed as he handed the banana to Chief Brownie. “This is turning out to be a wonderful holiday.”
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		CHAPTER TWO

		The time John went on a cruise.

		Now, John had seen many wondrous things in the last month of his life, but none of it could compare to the massive vessel floating at the end of Pier 86. The ship must have been three football fields long and nine floors high. Its white hull reflected the sun, making the entire vessel glow as if it were protected by a magical force field. On the side, painted in giant red letters, was the name H.M.R.A.S. Bouteille.

		“That’s an odd name for a ship,” John remarked as he helped lift his suitcase from a cab, but Toadius wasn’t paying attention. His focus was on retrieving his own bag and tipping the driver.

		John closed his eyes for a second, focusing on the sounds and smells of his surroundings. This was the perfect time to test his skills. “Rule Number Six,” he whispered to himself.

		He listened to the voices of the people passing by as the pungent scents of fish and sea water filled his nostrils. He felt the breeze from the ocean wash over him. He counted in his head, one, two, three…then he opened his eyes.

		The dock was filled with activity. John noted families seeing off their loved ones, a few parents making sure they hadn’t forgotten their kids, and several crew members scrambling to collect luggage. And then there was the sea of spectators milling around, eager to see the maiden launch of the new airship, who also happened to be blocking his view. John spotted a streetlamp with a rather hefty concrete base, which he thought might be just high enough for him to see over the crowd. Living in the ceiling of a museum had made John an excellent climber. He quickly glanced around, then placed his hands on the cement base and deftly scaled the slab, standing on the base of the light.

		“Doctor?” Toadius yelled up to him. “Don’t wander too far.”

		“Look at the size of the ship.”

		“Ah, yes. I’d say it’s almost as big as your eyes. She is a magnificent vessel.”

		“She sure is.” John still couldn’t believe he was about to take a trip on her. “Have you ever been on a ship before?” he asked.

		“Oh, yes. I once sailed from England to Cape Town, South Africa.”

		“South Africa? What was that like?”

		Even from so high up, John could see that Toadius’s eyes were sparkling. “I haven’t the foggiest. The ship sank before we arrived.”

		“Sank?” John felt his stomach lurch.

		“Yes, it was quite unfortunate. Although Sierra Leone was rather nice. Once we dried out.” He shrugged, and then without warning, dove into the mob.

		“What? Wait!” John leapt from his perch, hurrying after the inspector. He was used to Toadius dipping and darting through crowds. On a typical day, it was hard enough keeping up, but with the added weight of the suitcase and the extraordinary number of people, John was lost in less than a minute.

		“Excuse me,” he said, trying to push past a girl taking a selfie. He stumbled ahead just in time to run smack dab into a large trunk. His feet flew out from under him, and he landed with a hefty thump.

		“Watch where you’re going!” snapped a man with a long blond ponytail, his nose stuck up in the air. The man was dressed a bright green suit, and round glasses with green lenses completed his ensemble. “This luggage is very expensive, and I don’t need your handprints all over it.”

		John’s attention shifted from the man to the trunk. The words abra k. dabra: the world’s most mystifying mystic were painted on the side. As John admired the artistry of the lettering, the trunk suddenly levitated into the air. John gasped. Abra K. Dabra really was magical! But then he saw the two muscular men in blue-and-white striped sailor outfits, who grunted before carrying the luggage toward the ship.

		After Abra rudely stepped over John and proceeded on his way, a purple-gloved hand reached down to help him to his feet. John did a double take. Purple gloves could mean only one thing: the Mauve Moth. He latched on to the wrist. “Aha! You’re under arrest!”

		“Arrest?” an unfamiliar voice asked as a woman with long blond hair and beautiful brown skin looked down at him, her golden brown eyes wide. “Whatever did I do?”

		John immediately let go. “I’m sorry. You’re not who I thought you were.”

		“Well, that is a relief. Are you all right?”

		“Yes, sorry.” John dusted himself off as he stood. “I thought you were the Mauve Moth.”

		“A mauve moth?” The woman’s lips curved into a smile as she drifted off, lost in some thought, but before she could say anything more, the green-suited magician called to her.

		“April! Stop dillydallying. We don’t have time for fans!”

		“Coming.” April gave John a slight nod. “I hope you find your moth!” And with that, she was gone as quickly as she had appeared.

		John scanned the crowd for Toadius, but his gaze stopped at another sight. The man with the red beard from the zoo was watching him. They locked eyes, but an older woman in an oversized violet dress passed between them, and by the time she moved away, the man had disappeared.

		John stared at the empty space where the man had been. He didn’t know why, but someone was following him. He was certain of it. He needed to find Toadius, and fast.

		If you’ve ever had the unpleasant experience of becoming lost in an unfamiliar location, you know how John must have felt. His heart pounded, his vision blurred, and the din of the crowd grew ever louder. He spun around and around, but at every turn, he saw only unusual, unsettling strangers.

		A man with a gold tooth grinned down at him. “Are ya lost?”

		“Come with me,” a woman with a giant mole on her nose said as she reached out to grab his arm.

		“Where’s your parent?” a policeman with a large white mustache demanded.

		John pushed past them all, running deeper into the press of bodies. Suddenly, two hands grabbed hold of his shoulders, and John swung wildly to fend off his attacker.

		“Doctor! It’s me.”

		John opened his eyes, relieved to see the blue-suited man standing before him. He wrapped his arms around Toadius, and buried his face into his guardian’s neck. “I thought I’d lost you!”

		“Don’t be afraid, Doctor,” Toadius said brightly as he pried the young man away. “You could drop me on the other side of this Earth, and I would still find you.”

		“I’m not afraid.” John wiped angrily at his cheeks. “I was just worried you’d miss the ship.”

		“Ah, yes. That’s an excellent worry. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but sometimes I get a bit distracted.” Toadius winked. “Shall we?” The inspector hooked the handle of his umbrella on his belt, then handed the other end to John. “This way, I won’t go wandering off.”

		John hung on to the ferrule of the umbrella, and after a few minutes, Toadius was handing his suitcase to a crew member at the gangway, then reaching into his pocket for their tickets and passports.

		“Here you are, my good man,” Toadius said as he handed the tickets to a striking young man at the end of the gangway. Pinned to the crew member’s shirt was a metal name tag with the word purser on it.

		“Thank you, sir,” the purser said, handing Toadius two gold bracelets.

		“Doctor, here is your wristband,” Toadius explained as he passed John one of the metal bracelets. “Put this on. While we are on the ship, you must never take it off.”

		John had never seen such a fancy device. “What’s it for?”

		“It identifies you as a passenger to the crew and charges all purchases to your cabin,” the purser explained, whisking John’s suitcase away. “No need to carry money on this ship. Let’s see…you are a size seven?” The purser eyed John’s shoes, and then reached under the counter and pulled out a box. “Here you go, kid. You’ll need to put these on as well.”

		John lifted the lid. Inside was an old pair of shoes. They had thin rubber soles, and when he picked one up, it felt heavier than it looked. “Old shoes? I like the shoes Mr. Van Eyck gave me.”

		Toadius took a pair of shoes for himself. “Yes, those are quite nice. But these are deck shoes. I know they aren’t the fanciest pair, but if they don’t fit, I’m sure we can find an upgrade once we’re on board. Please put them on now.”

		John did as he was told. The shoes did fit, and were surprisingly comfortable, though probably twice as bulky as his regular ones. “Why are they so heavy?”

		“I assume it’s the steel inside the soles.” Toadius clicked his heels together, peering ahead at the line snaking along toward the ship. “We’ll be so high up. It’s better you have weighted shoes to ensure you don’t blow overboard.”

		“Wait! What?” John choked out. “Blow overboard?”

		“Well, I assume we’ll hit occasional turbulence.”

		The purser nodded.

		“What if I fall off the ship?” Ever since his adventure on top of the Chrysler building, John hadn’t been very fond of heights.

		“Hopefully, you’ll have a parachute or an umbrella on hand,” Toadius replied, tapping the ground with the tip of his own.

		“An umbrella?” John turned a little green.

		“Oh, yes. The umbrella is a most versatile tool, popular among detectives, window washers, and English nannies.”

		John was starting to have second thoughts about this trip.

		“Come along, Doctor. We shouldn’t keep Amelia waiting.” Toadius took a step onto the mechanized gangway. John followed—though a bit more reluctantly than before—watching the people below as they slowly shrank until they looked like action figures.

		“Watch your step,” Toadius cautioned, placing his hand on the boy’s back and leading him onto the sprawling main deck.

		As if being carried by a big wave, John and Toadius followed the rest of the boarding passengers as they crossed under enormous letters that read deck 6 — promenade and into the main atrium.

		If the ship appeared big from below on the dock, it was enormous inside. The main atrium reminded John of the lobby of the New York Museum of Natural History. Two mermaids made of marble stood three stories high, framing the hall’s entrance. Clutched in their hands were golden tridents that crossed above, forming an archway. The floor was decorated with a mosaic of an airplane flying over Earth with her majesty’s royal air armada spelled out across a scroll in lapis lazuli letters. A sea shanty played by a string quartet filled the room as crew members clad in white uniforms arranged in perfect lines welcomed guests to the ship. A young female crew member with black hair and blue sparkling eyes held up a camera, taking pictures of the arriving passengers.

		“Say ‘Bon voyage!’” she instructed cheerily in a French accent, before snapping a photo and scanning John’s wristband. “Welcome to the adventure of a lifetime.”

		At the end of the line stood a tall, slender woman with short blond hair. One side of her head had been shaved, and her hair waved over her left eye, making her look like a superhero or video-game character. She had a white hat neatly tucked under her arm, and she offered a warm greeting as each passenger entered the hall.

		“Welcome aboard!” Her voice easily carried across the room. “It’s grand to have you traveling with us.”

		“Captain.” Toadius reached out his hand, but she leaned in and gave him a big hug.

		“Ahoy! If it’s not the finest detective in all of Her Majesty’s skies,” the captain said, stepping back.

		“It’s good to see you, too, Captain Cloudhopper.”

		“Please, I insist you call me Amelia. And who is this?” she asked as she turned her attention to John.

		“Where are my manners? Allow me to introduce Doctor John Randel Boarhog.” Toadius beamed with pride.

		“I’m not a doctor,” John said as he shook the captain’s hand.

		“I see he has his father’s sense of humor.” Amelia paused, taking in the boy. He swore for a second her eyes softened as if she were reliving a distant memory, but before John could respond, Toadius cleared his throat.

		“Well, we know you have much to attend to, so John and I will find our cabin, and then I’d like to have a word with your chief of security.”

		“Nonsense. You’re my guests, and I’ll personally give you a tour of my ship. It’s the least I can do. If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t even have a ship.”

		“How does she fly?” John asked. “Aren’t you worried she could fall out of the sky?”

		“My dear boy, this ship is powered by eight wind turbines, six smaller backup jet engines, and steel carbon parachutes for extra security. There are one hundred gliding life rafts, which seat fifty passengers each, and every person onboard has their own personal parachute and floating device tucked under their bed. If all those systems fail, we can always deploy the old methods of sky sailing and release the giant helium balloons. So don’t you worry. You are safe. Besides, everyone knows the only way to sink a luxury ship is by crashing into an iceberg, and there are no icebergs in the sky.”

		“What about lightning?” Toadius asked gleefully. John thought the inspector seemed a little too excited about the possibility of death.

		“We have lightning rods on every open deck,” the captain reassured the inspector.

		John scanned his surroundings but didn’t see anything that looked like a lightning rod. “Are they hidden?” he asked.

		“Yes. We don’t want people worrying that they might be struck by lightning at a second’s notice. Also, they are such eyesores.”

		“That makes perfect sense to me,” Toadius said. “No one wants to spend their entire holiday staring at ugly metal poles while wondering if they’re going to fall out of the sky.”

		“Not even Thor, himself, could bring down this ship. She is unsinkable, or in this case, uncrashable.”

		Toadius tipped his hat. “We are quite excited to travel aboard this magnificent vessel.”

		“I hope you enjoy your trip.” The captain saluted.

		“That is most kind of you, but I’m afraid we’re here on official business. You have a stowaway.”

		“STOWAWAY!” The captain’s voice echoed off the walls.

		The ship went silent. John even saw a woman faint. When he turned back to the captain, her face was as red as sunburned flamingo.

		“MR. CORVUS!” she bellowed. John could have sworn he felt the floor shake. Within seconds, the largest man he had ever seen entered the atrium. He was so big, he made famed boxer Scotty Moose look like Scotty Mouse. His skin was dark like the night sky.

		“Yes, Captain.” The man’s voice was deep and resonant. It reminded John of a cello playing at the bottom of a well.

		“Mr. Corvus, this is Inspector Toadius McGee. Toadius, this is my chief of security, Mr. Corvus.” The captain signaled for the quartet to begin playing again, and in a matter of seconds, greetings resumed as if there had never been any interruption.

		The captain waved for them to speak in private, then discretely directed the inspector and her chief of security off to a remote corner. John followed close behind.

		Amelia gritted her teeth. “Toadius, please tell me who this stowaway is so we can have them removed before we leave port.”

		“Well, actually there are two of them.”

		“TWO OF THEM!” The string quartet faltered, and the woman who’d fainted collapsed a second time.

		“I’m afraid so.” Toadius took off his bowler hat. “The first is an international jewel thief known as the Mauve Moth. She’s a master of disguise, and I believe she’s planning to steal something of value on the ship.”

		“What?” Mr. Corvus’s voice rumbled.

		“He said she wants to steal something on the ship.” John mirrored Toadius, sweeping his cabbie cap off his head.

		“No, not what, I didn’t hear you. I mean, what is she trying to steal?”

		“Oh.” John hesitated. “We don’t know yet.”

		The captain eyed the boy. “You don’t know?”

		“We have some idea,” Toadius leaned in and whispered. “She left us a clue.”

		The inspector glanced around, making sure no one was watching, then withdrew a small card from his inside jacket pocket and handed it to the captain. As the card changed hands, John noticed that the painted moth on the back had been smudged. Pickles really was a great artist.

		
			a queen’s crown and the boundless skies, hides what you seek, my royal prize: what seasons, squares, and suits all share, storm’s a-brewing. sailors, beware!

		

		“You see, the first part—the location of the crime—is easy to decipher. The queen’s crown obviously refers to Her Royal Majesty’s Air Armada.” Toadius gestured to the mosaic on floor. “But the second part—what she’ll be stealing—is always a bit trickier.”

		“Maybe it has something to do with the letter S. Seasons, squares, and suits all start and end with S,” Mr. Corvus suggested.

		“Perhaps.” Toadius shrugged. “All we know is that the Mauve Moth is on this ship, and she’ll be striking soon.”

		“How can we assist you?” the captain asked.

		“You might start by giving me the names of all crew who took shore leave while the ship’s been docked in New York City.”

		Mr. Corvus furrowed his brow. “You don’t think one of our crew is this Moth person?”

		“No, but they may have unknowingly helped the Moth aboard. You know what they say: ‘Loose lips sink ships.’”

		“No crew member under my watch would help someone sneak aboard the Bouteille. It’s right here in our ship’s laws.” Mr. Corvus pulled out a small red leather—bound book. Imprinted on the front were the words code of conduct. He flipped through a few pages, then raised a finger. “Ah, here it is. Section Z.1P, Article 1.T: A crew member will not share any information regarding a vessel’s cargo, ship manifest, or the secret ingredient to Her Royal Majesty’s Air Armada’s potato salad. In the event of such a breach of protocol, the offender will choose between the punishments of seven nights’ potato peeling duty or death by firing squad.”

		“That doesn’t seem like a hard choice,” John muttered.

		“There are three things I’ll not tolerate aboard my ship,” the captain said. “Rule breakers, stowaways, and mismatched socks.” She stared at John’s ankles until he nervously lifted his pant legs to show he was, indeed, wearing socks that matched. “Very good, Doctor Boarhog.”

		Mr. Corvus narrowed his deep blue eyes. “Aren’t you a little young to be a doctor.”

		“I’m not a doctor. I’m Toadius’s partner.” John reached out his hand, but the security chief didn’t shake it. Instead, the adults all began to laugh as if John had told a very funny joke.

		“His partner! Oh, Inspector, I like him.” The captain wiped a tear from her eye. “Can you imagine what it would be like to have a child as your partner.”

		“Tell them, Toadius.” John felt his face getting warm.

		“Captain, John is my ward, and—”

		“Ward?” John couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I’m not your ward.”

		“Well, legally you are, yes—”

		John snatched the card out of the captain’s hand. “I helped catch the Moth.”

		“Excuse me,” the captain said firmly, raising an eyebrow. “You will lower your voice. There’s no room on my ship for childish tantrums. Do I make myself clear?”

		“The good doctor didn’t mean any offense. It has been a very long day, and we should retire to our room.” Toadius put his hand on John’s shoulder. “He’s an excellent detective when he’s had his rest and a good meal in his stomach.”

		Mr. Corvus rubbed his stomach. “I also get hangry. I’ll get you those names, Inspector. And I’ll be here to assist with anything else you might need.”

		“Excellent, as we’ll need help with the second stowaway.”

		“I almost forgot about the other one,” the captain said, her jaw tight. “Are they in cahoots with the Moth?”

		“No,” Toadius said solemnly. “I’m afraid he’s very much on his own.”

		“What does he look like?” Mr. Corvus asked, surveying the deck through narrowed eyes.

		“Maybe we should let Captain Cloudhopper get back to the other guests and we can continue this discussion in a more discreet location,” Toadius suggested, glancing between the captain and Mr. Corvus. “It’s very complicated, and it might take some time to describe him.”

		“He shouldn’t be too hard to describe,” John interjected. “He’s a monkey.”

		“Did you say monkey?” The whites of the captain’s eyes grew twice their size, as if remembering a terrifying dream.

		“Yes, a tricky little capuchin named Shim-Sham,” John explained.

		“SHIM-SHAM!” The captain pounded her fist into her hand. This time, John was sure her voice had made the ship shake. “I can’t believe he’d show his furry little face around me after what he did. Mr. Corvus, you and your team will not rest until that filthy, mangy, no-good thief is in a cage.

		“What about the Moth?” Mr. Corvus asked.

		“I’m sure Inspector McGee can handle a task as simple as catching an international jewel thief.” Captain Cloudhopper shoved her hat onto her head. “That monkey is the single most dangerous creature to ever step onboard this or any other vessel sailing the seven skies. It may only be a matter of minutes until he does something terrible—murder, arson, picking Lindsay Johnson as his charades partner at family game night even though you just finished six weeks of mime classes so he wouldn’t look bad in front of your parents.”

		John had several follow-up questions, but something across the way had caught his attention: an elegant topiary in a white clay vase. Now, a large potted plant wouldn’t normally be something interesting enough to pull the focus of a preteen detective, but this shrub was different from any other John had seen. To start, its green leaves were swaying gently, even though there was no breeze. Second, every time John glanced away and then back, the potted plant was sitting a little closer to him. And, finally, the plant had a bright red beard.

		John reached out and grabbed Toadius’s arm. “Look!” he said, stabbing his finger in the direction of the pot.

		Toadius directed his attention where John had indicated, but when the boy turned back, the plant was again normal and decidedly beardless.

		“Yes, what a magnificent specimen, but please play attention, Doctor. There will be plenty of time to take in the sights.”

		“No, you don’t get it,” John insisted. “Someone’s been moving the plant.”

		“Probably one of the passengers wanting to maximize a photo op. Ever since social media became a thing, every random Joe with a camera phone thinks they’re a supermodel,” Cloudhopper muttered between clenched teeth, forcing a smile as a passing guest snapped a picture of her.

		“No, I mean someone was hiding in the plant. I think it was the same guy we saw at the zoo, Toadius!” John raced across to the planter and began pushing through the leaves.

		“Doctor.” Toadius placed a hand on John’s shoulder before the boy reduced it to shredded foliage and spilled soil. “Whoever it was, they’re gone now. This is no time to panic.”

		“PANIC!” a woman cried from across the room. “A TERRIBLE FATE HAS BEEN BEFALLEN THIS SHIP!” A large woman in a gaudy gold sequined dress barreled toward the captain. The woman had short black hair, long gold eyelashes, and her makeup looked like it had been painted on with an industrial sprayer. Under her arm, she carried a fluffy white dog dressed in a matching gold vest.

		“What seems to be the problem, ma’am?” the captain asked, her tone calm but impatient.

		“Only that this entire journey has been ruined!” The woman glanced over at John. “I like your hat, but what an atrocious shade. Purples would bring out the color in your eyes.”

		“I thought blue was meant to do that,” Toadius interrupted.

		The woman gasped, and her panicked expression transformed to one of joy. “Little Toady McGee, if my old eyes don’t deceived me. The last time I saw you, you weren’t any taller than this strapping young man.”

		“It must be a decade at least, but by the sight of you, I’d swear it was only yesterday.” Toadius bowed low to lay a kiss on the older woman’s hand.

		“I see you’ve only grown more charming with time.” She winked at John. “And who is this lad?”

		“This is my ward, and newest initiate into the S.O.S., Doctor John Boarhog.”

		“Not a doctor.” John shook the lady’s hand.

		“John, this is Madam Betsy Dorset-Horne, painter, fashion icon, and renowned dog show judge.” Toadius petted the small white dog. “And who is this little man.”

		“This is Falcon, my first-in-show Maltese and best friend.” Madam Dorset-Horne held up the pup, planting a kiss on his snout. “Isn’t that so, Falcon?”

		The Maltese yipped with pride.

		“Now, what is this about a terrible fate?” Mr. Corvus interjected.

		“The world-famous traveler, Mr. Igoe, the master of ceremonies for tonight’s dinner, has fallen ill, and will not be able to introduce the sisters.” Madam Dorset-Horne placed her hand on her forehead, leaning back dramatically as though she might swoon. Falcon mimicked his owner, covering his eyes with his paw.

		“That’s hardly a reason for panic,” Captain Cloudhopper said. “We have the finest performers from the four corners of the earth. Surely one of them can introduce the sisters in Mr. Igoe’s absence.”

		“This is not a task for anyone off the street! The sisters were born in Italy, and when separated, they traveled all over this world. It took me a great deal of time and money to reunite them. This will be the first time they’ve been in the same room for over a hundred years, and we need someone who has lived in the lands in which we found them. It’s all about presentation.” Madam Dorset-Horne crossed her arm. Falcon crossed his paws.

		“Where did they live?” John asked.

		Madam Dorset-Horne and Falcon both tilted their heads to the side. “Live?”

		“You said you needed to find someone who had lived in the places they were found. Where was that?”

		“Well, Summer was found in France. Wynter was in Russia. Autumn surfaced in the middle of the United States, though how she got there, I will never know. And Daisy, well, she was the hardest to track down, but she was found by an old beau of mine in London.”

		“Those are a lot of different places,” Toadius said. “There must be someone on this ship who has traveled to those locations.”

		John peered at the inspector. His mentor avoided eye contact. “Why don’t you do it, Toadius. You’ve lived in three of those places. You said you tracked the Moth from France to New York City, right?”

		“Oh, I couldn’t possibly,” Toadius said, backing away.

		“Why not?” the captain asked. “You lived in London.”

		“That’s true. I also followed the Moth from Moscow to Fort Wayne, Indiana.”

		“You don’t get any closer to middle America than the Hoosier state,” Madam Dorset-Horne said. Falcon barked, as if confirming the statement.

		“All in favor of Inspector Toadius McGee introducing the sisters, raise your hand,” John said as he shot his own into the air. Madam Dorset-Horne and Falcon raised their hand and paw respectively. The captain’s hand rose as well.

		“Very well.” Toadius sighed. “I shall assist you tonight.”

		“Thank you, Toady,” Madam Dorset-Horne said as she pinched his cheek. “Inspector Toadius McGee will be our master of ceremonies!” she announced to the crowd.

		“Wait, you said you wanted me to introduce the sisters,” Toadius replied, holding out his palms. “You said nothing about being master of ceremonies.”

		“We can’t just announce the sisters! There must be flare to this sort of thing. A je ne sais quoi, if you will.” Madam Dorest-Horne made a grand flourish with her hands, which Falcon mimicked with his paws.

		“Who am I to turn down a lady?” Toadius kissed the woman’s hand again. “I guess I could dust off my old thespian shoes for one night.”

		Madam Dorest-Horne reached out, gently touching Toadius’s face, then after a brief moment, she took a deep breath and yelled at the top of her lungs. “CRISIS AVERTED!”

		And just like a tornado, the lady left the atrium, both Falcon and she barking orders to crew members in their wake.

		“Now, what is it I just volunteered for?” Toadius asked Captain Cloudhopper.

		“Madam Dorset-Horne has gifted Her Royal Majesty’s Air Armada the Sisters of the Seasons. As she said, these beautiful paintings haven’t been in the same room for over one hundred years, and you’ll be unveiling them for all the ship to see. Of course, I’d be honored if you’d agree to be my guest and sit at my table.”

		“We get to sit at the captain’s table?” John didn’t really know what that meant, but it sounded very impressive.

		“No, you will sit with the other children,” the captain said matter-of-factly. “Code of Conduct Section H.8, Article U: Minors are prohibited from sitting at the captain’s table, and must be seated at a table closest to the restrooms, or must choose between the punishment of four days of toilet cleaning duty or being set on fire.”

		John huffed. “Someone really needs to look at the punishments in your code.”

		“I think it will be good for you to sit with kids your own age,” Toadius said. “I’m quite jealous. I much prefer sitting in the back of the room.”

		“Great. Trade me,” John said under his breath. “What about Shim-Sham? Are we going to help catch him?”

		“You leave the monkey to me and my men.” Mr. Corvus nodded to the captain. “We are professionals.”

		“I’m a professional,” John countered.

		“And if we need a doctor, I’ll call you.” Mr. Corvus twisted his upper lip like a bulldog protecting a bone. His piercing eyes would cause even the bravest of souls to feel queasy.

		But John wasn’t looking into the man’s eyes. He was focused on a different foe. Just beyond the towering chief of security, hiding behind a group of people taking pictures, was the man with the red beard. This time, John would not try to point the man out to Toadius. This time he would catch the watcher himself.

		“I’m not a doctor. I’m a detective.” John pulled his hat down, took two steps backward, and then ran, sliding underneath Mr. Corvus’s legs.

		The man with the red beard hesitated, then took off.

		In that moment, John decided to act, and just like a ship headed toward an iceberg, what he didn’t know was that his decision would set the passengers of the H.M.R.A.S. Bouteille on a collision course with disaster.
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		CHAPTER THREE

		The time John was introduced to the Society of Sleuths.

		There are advantages and disadvantages to being young. The disadvantages of youth are that the young don’t know what dangers lie ahead and rarely have forethought or concern for their own mortality. The advantages, of course, are that the young don’t know what dangers lie ahead and rarely have forethought or concern for their own mortality.

		John had learned many things from observing Toadius, but the most useful skill might have been how the inspector could weave through a crowded room as if he were part of a well-choreographed dance number. The man with the red beard must’ve had the same training, for he kept a quick pace, jumping over chairs, spinning around people, and stepping out of the way just in time to avoid colliding with crew members. And though John was certain his suspect had to be some sort of parkour master, he still managed to keep up.

		The red-bearded man leapt over a passenger sunbathing in a lounge chair, and a few steps behind, John managed to fall to his knees just in time to slide underneath the chair. The man did a front flip, then vaulted himself off a luggage cart, toppling the pile of cargo. This obstacle didn’t stop John as, just like a video-game plumber, he scaled the falling luggage as if it were a staircase, before continuing the chase.

		A waiter balancing a tray of drinks turned the corner as the man with the beard raced by grabbing at his apron, sending the crew member spinning like a top. The drinks went flying off in a storm of fruity rain and fancy umbrellas. John leapt, and contorting his body to just miss the spray, he landed with a shoulder roll, standing up in time to spot the man heading up a flight of stairs.

		John didn’t waste any time. He took the steps two at a time, and before he knew it, he was on deck seven, rounding the corner.

		“No running, dude!” an overly tanned and oily lifeguard yelled down from his tall red chair.

		The man with the beard didn’t listen, or maybe he didn’t hear, as he sped straight at the pool. For a second, John thought the man might dive into the water, but instead, he hopped across a series of swimmers’ heads like a game of the Floor is Lava, before steadying himself on the other side.

		John looked around. “Sorry,” he said as he snatched the tray from the waiter’s hand. With a flick of his wrist, John threw the platter down in front of him and then jumped on top of it, gliding across the pool.

		“NO SURFING, BRO!” the lifeguard shouted, then blew his whistle. Swimmers dove out of the way, and in a matter of seconds, John had crossed the entire pool. He casually stepped onto the other side, then flew after his target. The man ran down a flight of stairs headed back to the Promenade deck and the bow of the ship.

		John did not follow. Instead, he dashed past the stairs and jumped the railing, tackling the man before he even made it to the landing, sending John’s hat flying off his head. “You aren’t going anywhere!”

		“DOCTOR! WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”

		John looked up to see Toadius staring down at him, horrified.

		“This is the guy who’s been following us.”

		“Let him go this instant!” a female voice rang out from behind him.

		Toadius leaned down and helped the man up, dusting off his jacket, as the woman, dressed in an elegant black long-line coat and shoulder-length double cape, approached the chaos. She was slender and well put together. Her orange cravat matched the stylish hat tilted on her head above a neat brown bun. On her lapel was a red pin John recognized: s.o.s.

		“Commissioner Boxelder?” Toadius greeted her warily like a mailman greeting a dog. “What brings you here?”

		“Isn’t it obvious?” She picked a small piece of fluff off the shoulder of the man with the beard. “I’m here to oversee your initiate’s first trial. She turned to John, giving him the once-over. “You must be John Randel Boarhog.”

		“I am.” John felt a lump form in his throat as he realized the man he’d been chasing also had a Society of Sleuths insignia pinned to his lapel. “I, ah…I thought you were following us.”

		“Oh, he was.” Toadius slapped John on his back. “He clocked you at the zoo. My dear Magistrate, you are getting sloppy in your old age.”

		The bearded man didn’t reply. He just looked at John with what was either an expression of pride or disapproval. Honestly, John wasn’t sure.

		“Doctor, may I introduce the head of the Society of Sleuths, Commissioner Rachel Boxelder, and Magistrate Sully J. Sullivan. Although, I suppose you’ve already met. Are you okay, Sully?”

		The magistrate bobbed his head, but John couldn’t tell if he was signaling yes or no.

		“As I’m sure you’re aware, your ward would be the youngest member ever accepted into the society,” Commissioner Boxelder continued, before drawing a small measuring tape from her pocket. “Stand up straight!”

		John did as he was told, and she took down his height.

		“I wasn’t aware the society had an age requirement,” Toadius said politely.

		“It doesn’t, but even so, inducting a child is a very delicate matter, so I’ve decided that I will personally be overseeing his trials.” She put the measuring tape away and then preceded to look in John’s ears.

		“We are very lucky to have you,” Toadius said, his tone a little less polite, “but I was going to wait to start John’s formal training until we returned from our holiday.”

		“Holiday?” she repeated with even more forced sweetness. “I was under the impression you were hunting a stowaway.”

		“It’s a working vacation.” If Toadius smiled any harder, John thought, he might pull a muscle.

		“Then it will be the perfect opportunity for us to test the lad, don’t you agree, old boy?” someone said in a rich, self-assured American accent.

		Toadius’s nose wrinkled as though he’d smelled an onion. His eyes grew wide as if that same onion were holding a knife, and then his body tensed as if the onion were about to knock an apple off his head with said knife. John had never seen his mentor go so rigid.

		A man with an ornate walking cane strolled up behind Toadius. He appeared to be about the same age as the inspector, but the two men couldn’t have been more different. The stranger’s blond hair sparkled in the sunlight; his prefect white teeth and striking blue eyes glowed. He looked as if he’d just walked off the cover of a high-fashion magazine. And to add insult to injury, he smelled like a fresh forest after rain.

		“Jacob, what are you doing here?” Toadius wasn’t being rude, but it didn’t take a world-class detective to know that the inspector did not like the man.

		“Well, as the newest director of the Society of Sleuths’s United States chapter, Mr. Boarhog falls under my jurisdiction.” Jacob reached his hand out to John. “Jacob Gatsby, at your service.”

		“Director Gatsby will be the third member of the tribunal,” Boxelder explained. “Mr. Boarhog will have seven days to solve the case put to him. Starting tomorrow at dawn.”

		John couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His heart started to flutter. In a week, he’d be the newest member of the Society of Sleuths. He couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear.

		Toadius, however, appeared decidedly stormy. “I’m sorry for any inconvenience, but John is simply not ready to undergo a trial.”

		A cold chill ran down John’s spine. The inspector might as well have thrown his ward overboard.

		“What? Yes, I am!”

		“No, you are not.” Toadius turned toward the members of the tribunal. “And as his legal guardian, I forbid him being tested until such time as I deem him ready.”

		“Come on, old sport.” Gatsby picked John’s hat off the ground. “Surely the assistant of the legendary Inspector Toadius McGee can find a monkey. All he has to do is pull out a banana or play the organ.”

		“Shim-Sham isn’t some lost pet.” Toadius snatched the hat from Gatsby and handed it to John. “No, this case is simply too dangerous and unpredictable to be his first.”

		“It’s not my first case,” John protested, throwing up his hands. “Hello? Are you forgetting we just caught an international jewel thief?”

		Toadius frowned. “John, this is neither the time nor place to argue.”

		“Don’t sweat it, kid,” Gatsby said, adjusting John’s hat so it tilted to the side. “The inspector, here, has a history of snatching what he wants out from under people.”

		“Oh, Jacob.” Toadius carefully took off his jacket and handed it to John. “Still living in the past?”

		“I’m just trying to keep people alive,” Gatsby scoffed.

		Without warning, the two men drew their weapons; Toadius, of course, leveled his umbrella, while Gatsby favored his walking stick. The two items collided with a resounding crack. Then, with a twist of his wrist, Toadius disarmed his foe, sending Gatsby’s cane flying straight into Magistrate Sullivan’s outstretched hand. Toadius lowered his umbrella, and turned back to John with a bright smile, but that gave Gatsby the opening he needed. With a swift roundhouse kick, Gatsby’s foot slammed into the inspector’s face, sending the signature bowler hat spinning. Toadius hit the ground hard, but then with what looked like a move straight out of a break-dancing battle, he was up again, ready for round two.

		“You’re getting slow, old boy!” Gatsby said, raising his fists.

		“I don’t have to be fast.” Toadius threw a sharp jab in the air. “Just faster than you.”

		“That’s enough!” Boxelder shouted. “I will not have the society reduced to some sort of three-ring circus.”

		The men glanced around, only then realizing that a crowd had started to gather. Toadius sheepishly picked his hat off the ground as Magistrate Sullivan handed the director his cane.

		“We will discuss this further after dinner.” Boxelder said pointedly, then yawned. “Now, I need to get to my room and freshen up. I suggest you take the time to cool off and get ready for this evening’s affair. I suspect this is going to be a very long trip.”

		Gatsby tipped his hat to John and gave Toadius a small bump with his shoulder as he passed.

		John watched the tribunal leave the deck. “What was that?” he asked, feeling his face turning red.

		“Never mind Mr. Gatsby,” Toadius replied, slipping his jacket back on. “He’s just trying to get under my skin, and—”

		“I don’t care about him. I’m talking about you saying I’m not ready. Two weeks ago, you gave me a pin and asked me if I wanted to join the S.O.S. And suddenly I’m not ready?”

		“You haven’t learned all of the rules yet,” Toadius began.

		“So teach them to me.”

		“It’s not that simple. John, you have to be ready.”

		“I am ready!”

		“No, you are emotional. Rule Number Fourteen: Feelings aren’t facts.”

		“It is a fact! I’m ready.”

		“The facts are these. You have been studying how to be a detective for less than a month. We have two international criminals stowed away on a ship that, in a very short time, will be floating over ten thousand feet in the air. It’s too dangerous for you to be galivanting around. There are too many variables, and I can’t protect you. When you start your trial, you have to do it alone. There can be no assistance from me or anyone else in the S.O.S. I need your help to finish the case we’ve started. Then, I give you my word, I’ll be the first person to recommend you for the Society trials.”

		“When you put it that way”—John took a deep breath—“I guess I can wait.”

		“I promise you, soon enough you’ll be an adult, and you’ll wish for the days when you got to be a kid hanging out with your friends.”

		“I thought you were my friend,” John said.

		“I am, but I think it’s high time you find companions among your peers. Though passing the hours with adults will give you additional insight into taxes and how to choose furniture, it is a poor substitute for finding people with whom you can grow, share common interests, and maybe get into a bit of trouble. Actually, you should avoid the last one. I think it’s quite apparent you’ve mastered the art of troublemaking.” Toadius reached into his inside suit pocket and pulled out a small pamphlet. “Here’s a map of the ship. Why don’t you do a spot of exploring? Meet me back here at three o’clock. We’ll watch the ship launch together.”

		John looked down at his feet. “You don’t want to explore with me?”

		“I think you’re old enough to explore on your own. Just make sure you find me if you see any monkeys or moths.”
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		CHAPTER FOUR

		The time John made his first friend.

		Generally speaking, I try not to have to many expectations, especially when going on vacation. Expectations rarely live up to reality. For instance, one time I thought I was going on a luxury cruise where I could learn to play shuffleboard and catch a cabaret performance, and instead found myself on a stolen yacht where I was forced to do menial chores for my captors.

		But just because our expectations aren’t met doesn’t mean the reality is somehow worse. Yes, I missed out on having one of those drinks with the extra twisty straw, but I did learn how to play the harmonica. And while it wasn’t exactly a vacation, I did end up making lifetime friends and memories I will never forget.

		John didn’t really know what to expect when he learned Toadius was taking him on a flying cruise ship. All he knew about cruises came from movies and books. But unlike the stories he’d read, this voyage was not dominated by whale-obsessed captains, but rather Hawaiian-shirt-obsessed tourists.

		The Bouteille’s Promenade deck could easily have been mistaken for an outdoor mall. Like a miniature Times Square, stores and eateries lined the center of the ship, each with its own flashing neon signs. Everywhere you looked were clothing boutiques and souvenir shops. There was even a Build-a-Bat where people could make their own wombat stuffed animals.

		John wandered through the corridor until he found himself at the front of the ship, where the shops gave way to another oversized pool with giant metal trees shading passengers sitting at tables or on benches grouped around it. Nearby rose a giant banana-shaped structure with two scoops of ice cream on each side. Large windows had been cut into the ice cream, and hungry patrons lined up to order sweet treats. The Banana Split even had oversized foam rubber cherries where several young children were playing.

		John was enamored by electronic signs depicting the different acts and entertainment offered on the ship. He was particularly drawn to an advertisement depicting a large statuesque man thrusting his arm into the air. A raven-haired girl around John’s age balanced on the man’s hand. Her arms were muscular, and her body was thick, like she had also been chiseled out of marble. He wondered how many hours she must practice to be able to make it look so effortless. Below the image, in what John guessed was Japanese kanji and English, was written hiroto “the mountain” kuma, strongman of the east.

		“You know you shouldn’t be…what’s the word where you are looking too long at something, and it causes suspicion?”

		“Uncle Kamin?” John was shocked to see the world’s greatest cat burglar and worst stage magician, Kamin Goatine, aka the Great Goatinee, standing beside him.

		“No, that’s not it.” The man’s signature toothy grin stretched across his face as he leaned in and gave John a big hug.

		“What are you doing here?” John scanned the crowd making sure no security people were watching them.

		“I came to see my favorite nephew,” Goatinee said, sounding slightly hurt.

		“No, I mean why are you on this ship? You can’t be here. Do you know what they do to stowaways?”

		“I am no stowaway.” Goatinee sniffed and yanked his sleeve down over his wrist.

		“You don’t have a gold bracelet. If you don’t have one of these, they won’t let you on the ship.”

		“Really? No one told me that. But never you mind.” Goatinee tapped the shoulder of a man who was examining a map of the ship. “Excuse me. Do you have the time?”

		The man glanced at his wrist. “Two-oh-seven.”

		“Thank you.” Goatinee bowed, reached out and shook the man’s hand.

		“No problem,” the passenger said as he continued on across the deck.

		With a flash of white teeth, Goatinee held up a newly acquired gold bracelet. “You see? No problem.”

		“No, give that to me!” John snatched the bracelet out of the magician’s hand, then ran to catch up with the tourist. “Excuse me, sir. You, um, dropped this.”

		The man glanced at his wrist, then sheepishly looked at the boy, and murmured a thank you.

		Annoyed, the young detective turned back to his uncle. “Do you have any idea what they do to thieves on this ship?” John scolded, trying to keep his voice low.

		Goatinee’s eyes gleamed. “No, what?”

		“Probably something like make them drink acid or clean the gum from beneath tabletops.”

		“Eww.” Goatinee grimaced. “I will not clean used gum from tables.”

		“That’s your takeaway from this conversation?”

		“You are very high-strung for a kid on vacation.” Goatinee motioned to the giant banana stand nearby. “Let’s go get an ice cream, huh? You need to relax.”

		“Relax? How can I relax? I’m here looking for two stowaways, only to find a third one.”

		“Yes, yes. You’re a detective now. Very good. Let’s go get some ice cream and you can tell me all about them.” Goatinee gently prodded John toward the banana stand.

		“First, there’s you. Then, Pickles is lurking around here somewhere. And the third’s Shim-Sham.”

		“First, I am not a stowaway. Second, I don’t know anyone named Pickles, and third, I know where Shim-Sham is.” Goatinee motioned toward the banana stand. “Now, come on. I want to see if they have Rocky Road.”

		“Wait, you know where he is?”

		“Of course I do. Who do you think helped him get on the ship?” Goatinee asked, getting in line.

		“You what? Why did you do that?

		“Why did I help Shim-Sham get on the ship? How else was he supposed to get out of the country? You know he just broke out of jail.” The magician looked down the long line of passengers. “This is going to take forever. They’ll be out of Rocky Road by the time we get to the window.”

		“Uncle Kamin, you helped an escaped convict sneak onto a ship so he could flee the country, and you’re worried about whether they’re going to run out of your favorite ice cream? Where is he?”

		Goatinee huffed. “I’m not telling you.”

		“Why not?”

		“Because I’m no rat. You’re the detective. You figure it out.”

		“Seriously?” John rubbed wearily at his eyes. “Toadius is going to flip when he finds out you’re onboard, too.”

		“The inspector already knows I’m on board. Figlio, if you’re going to keep up this charade of being a lawman, you should really learn how to be one.” Goatinee pulled out a deck of cards. “How about a magic trick while we wait.”

		“Hold on. Toadius knows you’re here?”

		“Yes, of course. He got me the gig.” Goatinee fanned out his deck. “Now, pick a card.”

		“Gig?” John asked, sliding a card from his uncle’s hands. “What gig?”

		Goatinee spun the boy around, and pointed to one of the glowing signs. On it was the nasty man John had run into earlier that day. He had one hand held up to his temple, while lightning shot out from the other. Behind him stood the nice lady who’d apologized for the green-suited man’s rude behavior. And in emerald sparkling letters below them read the words abra k. dabra, the world’s most mystifying mystic.

		“I’m Abra’s opening act. I have—what is it called when you give up your life of crime to follow your dream of becoming a real stage magician?”

		“You’ve gone honest?” John couldn’t help but feel proud of his uncle.

		Goatinee shuttered. “Oh, I hope not. No, legit. The word is legit.”

		“That’s amazing!” John threw his arms around his uncle again.

		“It’s a start. One day, I’ll be the headliner, and maybe even have an assistant like April Dovely. Now she is nothing short of magical.”

		“I met her this morning.”

		“You mean you talked to her?” Goatinee spun John back around to face him, locking eyes. “What did she say? What did you say? Did she mention me?”

		John squinted up at his uncle, who looked slightly seasick. “No.”

		Goatinee sighed deeply. “I didn’t think so. She probably doesn’t know I even exist.”

		“She seemed nice. You should go talk to her.”

		“Are you kidding? You don’t just walk up to the most talented box jumper in the business and say hello.”

		“What’s a box jumper?”

		“You know, box jumper. Helper. Assistant.” Goatinee frowned at the boy. “Someone has not been reading his thesaurus.”

		“She’s just a person.” John leaned out to see where they were in line now. He could almost spot the menu.

		“Just a person? She is a goddess among us mere mortals.”

		“Who is?” As if summoned by the very words of the Great Goatinee, the magician’s assistant, April Dovely, appeared next to them, a purple notebook tucked under her arm. Two pencils held up her golden hair in a messy bun. She moved a rogue strand out of her face, showing off her bright brown eyes, which glittered in the sunlight.

		John waited for his uncle to respond, but it quickly became clear that Goatinee couldn’t move, let alone speak.

		“Hi, I’m John.”

		“Hello. I’m April.” She clasped his hand between her own gloved ones, though he noted the fabric was now black.

		“This is my uncle.” John shoved an elbow into Goatinee’s ribs.

		“You are my biggest fan,” the not-very-good magician blurted out.

		“Am I?” April laughed.

		“I mean, I love you.” Goatinee’s face instantly turned a bright red. “I mean you…me…I…”

		“What my uncle is trying to say is that he’s also a magician, and he is a huge fan of you and your act.”

		“I am. I do. You…good.” Goatinee smiled awkwardly.

		“Thank you, and I know who you are, Kamin Goatine.” April blushed. “I was excited to hear you would be joining us in the show. I caught your act this morning, and I saw you were having difficulty with your fireballs.”

		Goatinee drooped. Not only did she know who he was, she’d seen him fail at his trick. “I—I have to go. It’s a…it’s nice to meet you. I, ah, I have to go. Bye now.”

		Before John could blink, the Great Goatinee had vanished as if he’d never set foot on the ship.

		“Wow.” April touched her chest and took a deep breath. “Holy Houdini!”

		“He’s not as bad as he seems. He really is very skilled.”

		“You don’t have to tell me.” April pulled one of the pencils from her bun and began chewing on the eraser. Then she flipped open her notebook, focusing intently on where the Great Goatinee had been standing, before quickly writing something down. “Brilliant.”

		“APRIL!” Abra K. Dabra bellowed from across the deck, beelining to his assistant. “What are you doing?”

		“Abra.” April’s smile faded. “I just came up to see if Kamin needed any help.”

		“Why would this child need help?” Abra demanded, waving John away as if he were a fly.

		“Not him.” April gritted her teeth. “Kamin Goatine. The Great Goatinee?”

		Abra stared at her blankly.

		“Your opening act.”

		“Oh, that guy. Yeah. He’s terrible. We should cut his bit to five minutes,” Abra said as he slipped into line in front of John.

		“He is not,” John protested. “The Great Goatinee is one of the greatest magicians I have ever met.”

		“Then you need to meet more magicians, kid.” Abra studied the menu, then turned back to face his assistant. “April, get me the non-dairy mango froyo split with one banana. Oh, and don’t mess it up this time. Dairy makes my pores clog, and my fans do not pay to see me with zits.”

		John watched the man swagger away, stopping to sign an unsuspecting woman’s napkin. The woman shrugged, and then used the napkin to wipe up a big blob of strawberry sauce from her table. “That’s your boyfriend?”

		“Abra.” April chuckled. “Holy Houdini, no.”

		“Good.”

		“He’s one of the best showmen in the business, and I’m very lucky to be working with him. Although, I have to admit sometimes I want to put creamer in his coffee.”

		“Wouldn’t that just make it taste better?” John didn’t yet understand the complexities of coffee.

		She giggled. “Not for him. Abra is lactose intolerant. It would give him the farts.”

		“That’s terrible!” John turned away to hide his amusement.

		“I know! I would never actually do it. I just think about it from time to time.” Her eyes squinted when she laughed, and it reminded John of his mother. She always said some jokes are so funny, even your eyes have to smile.

		Unfortunately, for every smile there is a frown, and nothing on this earth was as good at killing the joy in a room as the low monotone of the girl behind the counter.

		“Welcome to the Banana Spilt ice-cream eatery. Can I take your order?”

		There was no mistaking that voice.

		“Mindy? What are you doing here?” John asked.

		“I’m on a grand adventure.” Mindy was either being sarcastic or telling the truth. It was hard for John, or anyone else, to really know.

		“Who’s helping out at Patty’s Pancake Parlor? Did you get a job here?”

		“No, I was sunbathing, and I saw the line, so I thought I’d help.”

		“That’s very nice of you,” April said, though her tone sounded uncertain.

		“Yeah, I’m a real peach.” The goth teenager flashed her teeth, either to frighten them or in a very poor attempt at a smile.

		“Well, then can I get a non-dairy mango froyo spilt with one banana?” April reached out her gloved hand and Mindy scanned her gold wristband with some sort of laser reader.

		“Coming right up,” the waitress said before turning away to fill the order.

		“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to paying for things with a bracelet,” John admitted.

		“It does more than that. It’s your room key, how you book reservations at the restaurants, and it even alerts the crew if you were to fall off the ship. Everything on this ship is logged. It’s a really great device.”

		Mindy returned with April’s order. “Here you go. Looks delicious.”

		“If you’ll excuse me,” April said, “I have to get ready for tonight.” She gave John a slight curtsy. “It was nice seeing you again.”

		“Have a great day!” he called, waving as the magician’s assistant darted off.

		“What can I get you?” Mindy asked, her tone as bored as ever.

		In all the excitement, John hadn’t even looked at the menu.

		“I have no idea.” The truth was he hadn’t had ice cream in more than two years. In fact, the last time he’d enjoyed an ice cream cone had been the day before his mother died.

		She’d always ordered ice cream when it rained. She’d dance around the house singing, Rain, rain, is here to stay, so ice-cream sundaes and inside play. His mom’s favorite treat had been a cola-cream, which is basically a root-beer float with cola. Sarah Boarhog had sworn that the store-brand cola tasted the best, but John knew it was because the other brands were too expensive. He’d never minded.

		“Can I get a root-beer float, only can you make it with cola instead?” John asked, hoping Mindy wouldn’t look at him strangely. Well, any stranger than she usually looked at him.

		“I can,” Mindy said with very little enthusiasm. A few seconds later, she returned with a cup holder and six drinks. “Here you go.”

		“I only ordered one,” John said politely.

		“I know.” Mindy pointed to a group of teens sitting around a table. “Could you please take them their order?”

		“Oh. Of course. Thanks, Mindy.”

		John approached the table cautiously, first because he was carrying a tray of shakes, and second because he wasn’t used to interacting with kids his own age.

		“Okay, just because we’re on a cruise doesn’t mean we slack on content,” scolded a tall, good-looking blond boy dressed in a black polo decorated with yellow hexagons. His jeans had been intentionally torn, as was the latest fashion, and his shoes were so white, John wondered if he’d bought them that morning.

		“Dude, it would be rad if I could get my hands on a skateboard,” another boy responded. Long brown hair poked out haphazardly from beneath his yellow beanie, and he wore a T-shirt featuring a cartoon bee, and a yellow-and-black flannel shirt tied around his waist above pants that were two sizes bigger than they ought to have been.

		A girl in a red leather jacket and black skinny jeans yawned. “Those videos are the worst. I’m so over your skateboard bits. We need something attention-getting.” Her golden hair was topped by a black beret, and a pair of large sunglasses that made her look like a celebrity or a spy rounded out her ensemble.

		“What if we did a dance?” a fourth kid suggested, but the others ignored them. John took in the kid’s yellow beanie, which had been paired with giant yellow glasses, a loose-fitting black T-shirt, black jeans, large black boots, and yellow suspenders.

		“I have an idea, but we’d need someone cool to be in it.” The blond boy looked up, finally noticing John standing there. “Thanks, man. Nice suit.” The other three paused, suddenly paying attention.

		“Yeah, nice suit,” the boy in the beanie echoed.

		“Totes. Très chic,” the red leather jacket girl added. “Is it vintage?”

		“I don’t know. Mr. Van Eyck gave it to me,” John replied as he handed them their drinks.

		“So, you, like, work here?” the mousey kid with glasses asked.

		“No, I was just—”

		But before John could answer, the blond boy interrupted. “Do we, like, tip you? Or is it automatic?”

		“I don’t work on the ship. Mindy, who I think does, asked me to bring these to you.”

		“That’s cool. Yeah, well, thanks.” The kids turned back to their discussion. John hovered for a second, not sure if he should stay or walk away. With a shake of his head, he turned back toward the counter, but he only made it a few steps before he heard Toadius’s voice in his head: I promise you, soon enough you’ll be an adult, and you’ll wish for the days when you got to be a kid. Try to make some friends your own age.

		John turned around. “Um, I hate to interrupt, but I was wondering if I could maybe hang out with you guys, or something.”

		The kids all looked up at him as if he were an alien from Mars who was asking for directions to a farmer’s market.

		“Hang out with us?” the blond boy asked.

		“Yeah. Hang out with us?” beanie boy echoed.

		The blond kid, clearly the leader of the group, smirked. “We don’t really hang out with fans. No offense, but we just don’t have time to talk with everyone.”

		“Oh, sorry,” John said, shuffling his feet and trying not to make eye contact. “I’ll just go—”

		“OMG!” the girl shrieked. “It’s him!”

		John turned to see who they were gawking at—some big movie star or maybe a pop icon—but all he saw was a small round boy who seemed around the same age as them, wearing a T-shirt with a tiger playing a didgeridoo below which tasmanian tigers was written in very bright letters.

		“Who’s that?” John asked.

		The first boy shook his head in disbelief. “You don’t know who Danger Quokkas is?”

		“Yeah, you don’t know who Danger Quokkas is?” echoed the beanie boy.

		“He’s only the richest and most famous person on this ship,” their friend in the red leather jacket said. “Oh! He’s coming this way.”

		Sure enough, Danger was heading straight toward them. John didn’t know who the kid was, but he wasn’t very intimidating. He was short and had a kind, round face.

		“G’day,” he said as he approached the table. His voice was quiet, and he shifted back and forth. “So, my mums said that I had to introduce myself. I know it’s not very cool, or whatever, but I’m a big fan, and I was wondering if maybe…you know, if you weren’t busy, you’d take a picture with me?”

		“Sure, man,” the main boy said, standing up from the table.

		Danger handed his phone to the boy and walked straight to John. “Thanks a million, mate! When my mums said John Boarhog was gonna be on the ship, I said, ‘Mums’—I have two of ’em—‘I sure would like to meet him,’ and they said that I could meet you, but I’d have to be brave enough to talk to you.” Danger reached out his hand. “I’m Wembley Quokkas, by the way.”

		John didn’t know how to respond, so he said the first thing that popped into his mind: “I thought your name was Danger.”

		“Nah. Danger’s my middle name!”
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		CHAPTER FIVE

		The time John met the Hive.

		I have five best friends. The term best friend should mean a singular friend who is better than all the rest, but the truth is most people have more than one. I refer to each of them with the label of best friend because, honestly, depending on the situation one might be better than the others. John was, alas, not as lucky as me. He’d only truly made a couple of best friends over his twelve years. The first was a British inspector named Toadius McGee. The second was an Australian boy named Wembley Danger Quokkas.

		John couldn’t explain it, but the ship felt a little less scary now that the new kid was there.

		“Danger, that name is epic,” the boy with the blond hair said as he stepped in front of John. “I’m Dirk Burnet, and this is my crew, the Hive. You might have seen our videos on Buzz-Buzz.”

		“Wow.” Danger shook his head. “I didn’t know John Boarhog was one of the Hive!”

		“What’s the Hive?” John asked.

		“What’s the Hive?” Dirk laughed, putting his arm around John. “What a joker.”

		“Seriously.” John brushed Dirk’s arm off his shoulder. “I have no idea what any of you are talking about.”

		“You’re not on Buzz-Buzz?” The girl in the red jacket gasped.

		“No. What’s Buzz-Buzz?”

		“Only the coolest app ever,” the person with the yellow glasses squeaked.

		“I’m sorry.” John’s hands turn clammy.

		“Don’t be sorry. It’s not like a world-famous detective has time for social media. Give me your phone,” Wembley said, reaching out his hand.

		“I don’t have a phone.”

		“YOU DON’T HAVE A PHONE?” The girl fell off the bench.

		“Get up, Claudia. You’re so dramatic.” Dirk stooped to help her. “Excuse her. It’s just that we haven’t met a kid without a phone before. How do you talk with your friends?”

		John felt his stomach knot. “I don’t really have any.”

		“Well, you do now!” Dirk gave John a fist bump. “I’m Dirk. The drama queen over there is Claudia Picasso.”

		Claudia smiled—sort of.

		The boy in the beanie nodded. “What’s up, Emil Thorn. And this is Oli.”

		“Cool. I’m John Boarhog.” He waved.

		“Yeah, we know,” Claudia said, back to staring at her phone.

		Dirk scowled. “Don’t be rude.”

		“Yeah, don’t be rude, dude,” Emil agreed.

		“I’m sorry if I was a little cranky before. We have so many followers, it’s hard to give time to all of them. You understand. Dirk turned his attention back to Wembley. “Would you two like to hang with us? We were just about to shoot a new video.”

		“Yeah.” Wembley clapped his hands. “What kind of video are we going to do?”

		Dirk grinned. “I was thinking a prank.”

		“A prank?” John furrowed his brow. “You mean you want to trick someone?”

		“We’re not going to hurt anybody. Just some quick comedy. Trolling people is fun.”

		“I’m not very good at pranks,” John admitted.

		“It’s easy.” Dirk picked up one of the milkshakes John had delivered. “Okay, we can start simple.” He looked around to make sure no was watching, then signaled to Emil. The other boy pulled out a bottle of red liquid he had hidden under his hat. The label showed a red pepper dressed in a ghost costume.

		“What’s that?” John asked.

		“Oh, this is hot sauce. Don’t worry. It’ll just make this shake taste terrible.”

		John frowned. “Then why do it?”

		“So we can troll someone. You pick a random person on the ship and give this milkshake to them. They’ll take a sip and when they realize it’s disgusting, Emil and I will jump out and yell, ‘You’ve been stung!’ Claudia will film the whole thing. It will get us, like, two hundred thousand views.”

		“We average about a hundred K a video, but with your help, we could triple that number,” Oli squeaked.

		Claudia showed John her phone. “OMG, let me explain. Buzz-Buzz is the primo app of self-expression. A Buzzer—that’s what we call ourselves—can record short videos of singing, dancing, lip-syncing, or whatever makes you happy, and then share them with other Buzzers around the world. Let’s say you like the video. You click a little pot of honey. The more pots you have, the more popular you are.”

		“That’s cool.” John said. “And you’re all, like, a team of artists?”

		“The Hive is the most popular channel on the app.” Oli held up their screen so John could see. One video titled “ZOOM or DOOM” showed Emil jumping a skateboard over a firepit. “This one got a hundred thousand views, and look at the comments!”

		RickRol247: The Hive did it again. Five Honeypots!

		OliveOil22: I wish they would do more dance videos.

		Yeet4Beet: That was funny! That lady totally freaked.

		“Are comments good?” John was still trying to wrap his mind around why they all seemed so excited about this app.

		“Yeah, dude.” Emil laughed. “Comments are the most important part, man.”

		Claudia took her phone back. “Okay, boys. I think Jim might understand it better if we just film something.”

		“It’s John,” Danger corrected her.

		“That’s what I said.” She shook her head.

		“Who’s the next guest star?” Dirk surveyed the crowd looking for their next victim.

		“What about that guy?” Emil pointed to a man in a floral shirt.

		“No, too old!” Dirk gave a thumbs down.

		“How about her?” Oli suggested, motioning at a baby in a stroller.

		Dirk frowned. “Way too young. The trick is to find someone who doesn’t look weak. You can’t troll people who the followers think couldn’t take the prank. Otherwise, we look like bullies.”

		“What about her?” Emil pointed to a girl across the deck sitting alone on a bench reading. She was very muscular with a wide neck and strong-looking shoulders, and her hair was tucked neatly into a bun. John recognized her immediately from the strong man banner earlier.

		Wembley scrunched his brow. “I don’t—”

		“She’s perfect!” Dirk cried. “Come on, John. You should be in the video with me.”

		“Me?” John felt like a butterfly was caught in his chest. “I’ll just watch.”

		“Don’t be a chicken!” Dirk handed John the tainted milkshake. “I promise it won’t hurt her, and she’ll get tons of views.”

		“I don’t know,” John said.

		“Come on.” Emil shook John’s shoulders. “It’s just for laughs.”

		“Afterward, we’ll buy her any milkshake she wants for being a good sport,” Dirk added.

		“Yeah, anything she wants!” Emil echoed.

		John studied his new friends’ faces. “Well, that seems fair.”

		“That’s my dude!” Emil said, patting John on the back.

		“Claudia, start filming. This is going to be epic.” Dirk gestured for John to go ahead of him.

		John took a deep breath and slowly approached the girl. She seemed more imposing in real life than she had in the ad. He took note of the cover of the book she was reading, Dog Gone Days: A History of Man’s Best Friend.

		“Hi, I’m John.”

		The girl looked up. “Hello,” she said in a soft voice.

		John looked back at Dirk, who gave him two thumbs up.

		“What’s your name?” John asked.

		“I’m Kana Rai.”

		“I was kind of wondering if you’d like this milkshake?”

		Kana tilted her head. “Why would you give me a milkshake?”

		“Well—Um…” What was he supposed to say? It has hot sauce in it, and I want to prank you? Anything else would be a lie. And John didn’t like to lie. He knew it was probably going to cost him his new friends, but in that moment, he decided to call the whole thing off.

		“We just had an extra,” Dirk said, suddenly appearing at John’s shoulder. “My bud John thought you’d like it.”

		“That’s very nice of you.” The girl took the shake, and before he could stop her, she took a big sip.

		At first, she didn’t say anything, but after a couple of seconds, her eyes went wide and her face turned a bright shade of red. “Hot!” She stuck her tongue out and dropped the milkshake, splattering its contents all over the bench and the deck. “SO HOT!”

		Dirk pointed at her and yelled, “YOU’VE BEEN STUNG!”

		The other Hive members roared and hooted.

		Kana had tears streaming down her face as she looked up angrily, and then spotted the camera Claudia was holding.

		Before John could react, Kana knocked him aside as she pushed past the Hive and into the crowd. The air rushed from John’s lungs as he hit the deck.

		By the time he sat up, she was long gone. “Dude,” he said as Dirk helped him to his feet. “You told me we wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

		“How was I supposed to know she was going to freak out like that. It’s rare, but sometimes people don’t know how to take a joke.”

		“Yeah. We should go apologize,” John insisted.

		“Okay, okay. Don’t get your undies in a bunch!” Dirk replied. “Let’s go find her.”

		John took a step, but his foot sort of stuck to the deck. The milkshake splatter was everywhere.

		“First, we should clean up this mess.” John looked around and spotted a familiar crew member. The French woman who’d taken John’s picture was wheeling a cleaning cart filled with towels toward the pool area. “Excuse me, ma’am? John called, rushing over to intercept her. “My friends and I accidently spilled a drink on the deck. Could I use some of those towels to mop it up?”

		“Non, mon cher,” the woman said, trying to wheel past the boy.

		“Please. It was my fault,” John said as he reached for the towels.

		She shifted the cart out of his reach. “These towels are meant for other purposes than to clean up spilt shakes.” The maid’s eyes narrowed as his new friends approached.

		“What are you doing?” Dirk demanded. “Dude, that’s what she’s here for.”

		“She shouldn’t have to clean up after us.”

		“That is literally what she’s paid to do.” Dirk motioned around the deck where crew members were helping guests, sweeping the deck, and washing tables. “This is your first cruise, huh?”

		“Yeah,” John admitted. “It doesn’t seem fair, though, does it.”

		“Maybe not at first, but you’ll get used to it,” Dirk said, reaching out the wrist with his gold bracelet. “Here you go, miss.”

		The woman pulled out a scanner. Dirk swiped his bracelet, then pushed a couple of buttons on her scanner.

		“Merci. Merci beaucoup.”

		“You’re welcome.” Dirk raised his bracelet so Claudia could get a good shot of it. “I always tip twenty percent because every hardworking person deserves it.”

		“There you are, Doctor!” the inspector, called, startling the group of kids.

		The phrase “caught with your hand in a cookie jar,” is often used when trying to explain what it feels like when you are spotted while misbehaving. John was no stranger to this feeling, but the voice from his guardian sent chills down his spine, and for the first time, he wished he was only stealing cookies.

		“Hey, Toadius.” John took a step away from the mess. “What are you doing here?”

		“It’s almost three. Shall we get ready for the launch?” Toadius didn’t seem to notice the giant mess, or if he did, he didn’t say anything. “Unless you were planning to watch with your friends?”

		“Dude, nice fedora,” Emil said, pointing at Toadius’s hat and trying not to crack a smile.

		“It’s a bowler.” Toadius corrected.

		“Sorry, dude. I don’t bowl.”

		“Um, Toadius, I want you to meet my new friends. Guys, this is Toadius. Toadius, this is the Hive.”

		“And Wembley!” The boy waved, his eyes wide, and his mouth open.

		“Good day.” Toadius tipped his hat. “Mr. Quokkas.”

		“He knows my name!” If Wembley’s jaw could open any wider, one would confuse him with an alligator singing opera.

		“Are you, like, his dad or something?” Claudia asked, though she didn’t look up from her phone. “Like, I totes know where he gets his fashion sense from now.”

		“I’m Dirk!” The boy reached out to shake Toadius’s hand, but instead, Toadius flipped it over to examine Dirk’s fingernails.

		“What do you know about pirates, pigeons, and parrots?” he asked in very serious tone.

		“Um, they all start with the letter P?”

		“Quite right.” Toadius released the boy’s hand. “Come along, Doctor. We have to get to the main deck now.”

		“See you later, mate!” Wembley called after the detectives.

		“Having a good time?” Toadius asked when they were out of earshot.

		“I guess. I think they liked me.”

		“What’s not to like? Although, can I give you a friendly piece of advice?” As usual, the inspector was three paces ahead.

		“Yeah, of course.”

		“Be very wary of pirates.”

		John didn’t understand what Toadius meant, but he wasn’t afraid of pirates. The boy had overcome many dangerous events in his life, from dancing on Broadway to hanging from the Chrysler building. So at this point, he was pretty sure he could handle any challenge life threw his way. Unfortunately, John was about to discover that he was very wrong. He didn’t know it, but meeting his new friends was about to launch him on a trajectory that would make even the bravest of pirates feel weak in their knees.

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		CHAPTER SIX

		The time John got his first case.

		Visitors of all shapes and sizes lined the railings as John and Toadius tried to cross the deck. John wondered if he’d see the Hive and Wembley at dinner. He hadn’t liked the prank, but he’d enjoyed hanging out with them. And even though it had only been a year since he’d spent time with someone his own age, he realized he had a lot to catch up on. Still, in that moment, the only thing John was catching was his breath. Toadius didn’t wait for his ward as he darted along the Promenade. The stores, which had been bustling only a few hours before, were all temporarily closing. Workers scattered all over the ship locking down anything movable. John watched as a man placed a small sign with a clock on his door. It read: will be back in 30 minutes.

		“Sorry, folks. We’ll open back up after the launch!” a man in a giant wombat suit said as he ushered customers out onto the deck. “Don’t worry, they’ll be here when you get back. The wombats don’t walk on their own. Please, ma’am, don’t put your child into the wombat. It’s to be stuffed, not worn.”

		Looking around, John noted passengers streaming toward the ship’s rails to watch the launch. But he didn’t see the inspector. He craned his neck, trying to peer around a group of vacationers, finally spotting a blue bowler hat duck in the opposite direction.

		“Toadius?” John called, panting a little as he finally caught up with his guardian, who was stepping onto an elevator. “I was wondering if maybe I could get a smart phone.”

		“A what?”

		“A smart phone,” John repeated, holding up his thumb and pinky to his face.

		“As opposed to a slightly less intelligent phone?” Toadius chuckled. “Doctor, I will never tire of your jokes. A smart phone, indeed!”

		“I’m serious. I’d like a phone.”

		“I’m sure there’s a phone in our room.” Toadius held the elevator door, motioning for John to go first. “Although, I have no idea who you would want to call. Here we are. The Lido deck.”

		“I don’t want to call anyone. I need a phone for Buzz-Buzz.”

		Toadius shook his head. “Buzz-Buzz?”

		“Yeah, so I can join the Hive!”

		“Doctor, if you want, we can get you a good book on bees once we get to Brazil,” Toadius replied as he led his ward past two large pools and up a flight of stairs. At the top stood a set of golden double doors with security guards flanked on either side. “Gentlemen.”

		One of the guards nodded, then swung a door open for Toadius to pass. John followed his mentor into the room beyond.

		“I don’t want to learn about bees—” He stopped abruptly. In all of the chaos, he hadn’t realize they were walking straight onto the bridge.

		The bridge, of course, wasn’t a structure built to travel over a river, but the name of the area where the crew controlled the ship.

		“Everyone to your stations!” Captain Cloudhopper commanded, and the crew scurried to their posts.

		The bridge was both extraordinarily high-tech and extremely old-fashioned. Computers lined the walls, along with all sorts of screens, levers, and flashing lights. A giant window overlooked the upper deck, and John could see beyond the bow out to the vast ocean that seemed to stretch ahead without end. Captain Cloudhopper stood at the room’s center. In front of her was a giant wheel made of brass and carved wood. John noticed the wheel was split into four sections, with each quadrant carved to represent a different season. The Spring section looked like a bouquet of flowers bundled by a brass cord. Summer featured a sun whose rays twisted and turned until it ran into Fall, an array of leaves. And, at last, Winter looked like icicles cut deep into the wood. Four giant pegs stuck out from the wheel, each engraved with a different cardinal direction, North pointing toward the ceiling of the ship. Between each was a smaller peg, which John assumed was to help steer.

		“Permission to enter the bridge?” Toadius called out.

		“Permission granted.” Captain Cloudhopper waved them forward. “You’re just in time.”

		“In time for what?” John asked.

		“For the launch, of course,” Mr. Corvus said behind John.

		“Come, Doctor. We must prepare for takeoff.” The inspector took his place on the captain’s left, waving John to hurry.

		“Mr. Barbay, please turn on the locks,” the captain commanded.

		“Aye, Captain. You heard the captain. Let’s lock her down,” a very hairy man with large brown eyes and an even larger beard barked.

		One of the crew began flipping switches across his control board. “Locking it down in three…two…one…” He flicked the last lever, then pressed a red flashing button. An alarm rang out across the ship, followed by a computerized voice: “Passengers, prepare for Lockdown.”

		John noticed a glow near his feet as a red light outlined his shoes. Soon, one by one, the shoes of anyone standing began to glow, too. The lights changed from red to green.

		John went to shift his right foot and found it wouldn’t budge. It was like someone had superglued it to the floor. He was locked down.

		“Lockdown complete!” Mr. Barbay announced.

		“Very good. Launch on my mark!” Captain Cloudhopper commanded.

		“Toadius?” John pulled at his feet. “Why can’t I move?”

		“Nothing to fear, child,” Mr. Corvus interjected. “We lock everyone down when launching or docking.”

		“That way, no one falls off the ship,” Toadius explained.

		“Why would someone fall off the ship?” John grabbed on to Toadius in pure panic, but before he could get a response, his question was answered.

		“On my mark. Set. LAUNCH!” The captain grasped the wheel, Mr. Barbay pushed forward a giant lever, and within seconds, the ship jolted and began to climb into the sky. John felt his stomach shift into this throat.

		The sound that came out of John’s mouth is hard to describe, but if I were to give it my best shot, it sounded like a goat whose tail had been lit on fire, while a group of seagulls tied to its feet played flutes.

		“One thousand feet!” Mr. Barbay called.

		The ship rose into the air at an accelerated pace, and John felt like he was going to lose his breakfast.

		“Five thousand feet, Captain. Hold her steady.”

		Toadius raised his hands in the air as if he were on an amusement park ride. “What a rush, huh, my boy?”

		John felt queasy.

		“Ten thousand feet!”

		“Start the deceleration!” The captain ordered as she struggled to hold the wheel steady.

		“Aye, Captain! Slow her down, sailors!” Barbay barked.

		Crew members pressed more buttons as they watched the screens and dials before them. The ship started to slow until it gently reached a steady speed.

		“Cruising altitude, twelve thousand feet!” Barbay beamed as the crew applauded.

		“Well done,” the captain said. “Unlock, please.”

		John’s feet immediately unstuck from the floor. “How did you do that?” he asked, hopping from one foot to the other.

		“Electro-magnets!” the captain explained. “The whole ship has a magnetic field that can pin any metal to the deck when activated.”

		“We have steel in our shoes!” John clapped. “Incredible!”

		“And that is why you must wear your deck shoes at all times,” Toadius said, tucking his umbrella under his arm so he could join in the applause.

		“I guess you could say they are a pair of gum shoes for a pair of gumshoes.” Mr. Barbay winked across the bridge. “I promise you, unless you jump off the ship, you won’t see the ground until we get to Brazil.”

		“And even if you did fall off,” Mr. Corvus added, “Your wristband would activate, and your boots would be pulled to the ship before you even passed the lower deck.”

		John knew the head of security was trying to be reassuring, but the thought of having his body slammed into the side of a ship didn’t exactly inspire confidence.

		“Wouldn’t the magnets mess with the ship’s computers, though?” he asked, hoping to change the subject.

		“All of our computers have solid-state drives, and a rubber alloy to protect them from electrical and magnetic interference,” Mr. Barbay explained.

		“Mr. Barbay,” Captain Cloudhopper said, turning to her first mate as she stepped back to let him take the wheel. “The bridge is yours.”

		“Thank you, Captain!” he replied with a salute.

		“Now, how about I escort you to your cabin?” Captain Cloudhopper motioned Toadius to the door. “I’m sure you’ll want to freshen up before dinner.”

		They hadn’t taken so much as a step down the hallway when a scream ripped through the air. From the volume, John guessed someone was either being stabbed or had put her foot into the home of a razor-tooth green wombat.

		“Inspector, follow close!” the captain yelled as she raced toward the scream’s source. John followed behind the two adults. The shrieking only grew louder as they turned the corner.

		Sure enough, crawling down the hallway was none other than Madam Dorset-Horne. She reached out with one hand, still caterwauling.

		“He’s…gone!” she wailed. “They—They…took him!”

		Toadius ran to her side, leaning in to help the old woman to her feet. “Don’t worry, madam. I’m here.” Toadius motioned for John to fetch a nearby chair. “Now, sit down and tell me what has happened.”

		It was hard to understand the diva through her sobs.

		“Who’s missing?” John asked.

		“My Fal-con.”

		Toadius handed her his handkerchief. “Here, wipe those tears away.

		Madam Dorset-Horne used the hanky to blow her nose, a noise that sounded much like a foghorn submerged in a vat of slime. “Thank you,” she said with a hiccup, handing the now-gooey handkerchief back to the inspector.

		“Why don’t you keep that,” he said, nearly managing to hide his disgust.

		“What’s going on?” Jacob Gatsby demanded, barreling around the corner, Commissioner Boxelder hot on his heels.

		“Someone’s kidnapped my baby!” Madam Dorset-Horne began to sob again.

		Boxelder frowned. “Your baby?”

		“Yes,” she wailed. “My little Falcon has been taken.”

		“Can you describe him to us?” Gatsby asked, pulling out a notebook.

		“He is small, has white hair and kind eyes, and is the fluffiest cutesy-wootsy in the whole wide world!” She pointed to the notebook, indicating that she expected him to write down every detail.

		“Don’t worry, Madam.” Gatsby maneuvered himself so that he was between her and the inspector. “I’m sure we can find him quickly.”

		“I’ll help you, Betsy.” Toadius ducked under Gatsby’s arm. “After all, I’m the most qualified detective on this ship.”

		“I’m sure the great Inspector Toadius McGee is busy enough with the two criminals he’s already pursuing.” Gatsby spun Toadius out of the way, but instead of letting go, the inspector posed, then twirled back in, dipping back into his rival’s arms.

		“I have plenty of bandwidth to help you,” Toadius assured the wilting woman.

		Gatsby dropped Toadius to the floor, stepped over the inspector, and took Madam Dorset-Horne’s hands. He leaned in, making sure she was looking straight into his eyes. “I think a case of this magnitude will need more attention than the inspector can g—ACHOOO!” Gatsby turned away just in time.

		“What’s wrong, my good man?” Toadius asked, rising to his feet and dusting himself off. “You seem to be catching a cold.”

		“No.” Gatsby sneezed again. “It just—I’m sorry, madam. Do you own a dog?”

		“Yes, of course.” Madam Dorset-Horne furrowed her eyebrows. “Who do you think we’ve been talking about?”

		“Falcon is her dog,” John explained. “Will that be a problem?”

		“No.” Gatsby took an obvious step away from Madam Dorset-Horne. “I just wanted to make sure I had the facts correct. Being the lead on the case, you can’t leave any stone unturned. I would think your mentor would’ve taught you that.”

		Toadius’s jaw tensed visibly. “I’ve taught him how to solve real cases, not just sit with his feet propped up behind a desk.”

		“Just like you taught your other assistants? And how many have you led to their deaths, McGee? Seven? Eight? I’ve lost count.” Gatsby and Toadius once again found themselves facing off.

		“You never were good at math!” Toadius’s eye darkened.

		“That’s enough!” Commissioner Boxelder separated the men. “We simply don’t have time for the two of you to bicker. There is enough crime to go around! Toadius, Jacob is correct. You’re already occupied with too many investigations to add another one to your plate. The S.O.S. prides itself on giving each matter before them their undivided attention. You cannot take this case.”

		Jacob flashed Toadius a mocking grin. “Well, that settles it.”

		Boxelder handed the detective a handkerchief. “No, Jacob. You cannot take this case, either. It’s obvious that you’re allergic to dogs, and one uncontrolled sneeze could contaminate the crime scene.”

		“Well, if neither of them can take the case, who will?” Captain Cloudhopper asked. John had been so preoccupied with the missing pup, he’d forgotten she was even there.

		Boxelder pointed at John. “He will.”

		“Me?” He glanced over his shoulder to make sure there wasn’t someone behind him.

		“Yes,” Boxelder replied, “unless you have a mouse in your pocket.”

		“That’s forbidden on this ship,” Captain Cloudhopper said with a sniff. “Code of Conduct Section N.0, Article R.4T: Rodents are prohibited from boarding the ship. Violators will either spend seven days winding clocks or be chopped up with a carving knife.”

		“Now, that can’t be legal.” John looked around for someone to back him up.

		“Commissioner, we have already discussed this,” Toadius said, his voice firm. “John is not ready for his own case.”

		“Hogwash! He isn’t solving a murder. He’s looking for a lost dog. It’s the perfect case for this trial. It’s simple. It’s measures of success are black and white. And because we’re on a ship twelve thousand feet in the sky, it’s as close to a controlled environment as the boy will ever have.”

		“Yes, but—”

		“No buts, Inspector,” Boxelder said, stamping her foot. “Unless you can give me one legitimate reason this boy shouldn’t be able to locate a lost dog, I’m going to have to insist.”

		“Please, Toadius,” John said, turning to face his mentor. “I can do this.”

		“What’s wrong, McGee,” Gatsby taunted. “I thought you were the master detective? Surely the student of the great Toadius McGee can solve something as simple as a lost puppy problem.”

		“Toadius?” Madam Dorset-Horne pleaded. “I just want my Falcon back.”

		“Fine.” Toadius took a deep breath. “Doctor, if this is really what you want, you have my permission.” John threw his arms around his guardian. “But it must be your decision. I want you to hear all of the rules of this trial, and then you may decide.”

		“Okay. I’m ready.” John tried to appear focused to prove he was taking this seriously, but he couldn’t help beaming.

		“The rules are very simple,” Boxelder began, counting on her fingers. “First, you will have seven days to solve your case. Second, you cannot have any help from anyone who is currently a member of the S.O.S. in good standing. This means you cannot, under any circumstances, discuss your case with me, Director Gatsby, and especially not with Inspector McGee.”

		“But anyone else can help?” John asked.

		Commissioner Boxelder nodded. “Yes. Anyone who isn’t an active member.”

		“And third, if you fail this trial, you will not be able to retest until an active member of the S.O.S. in good standing provides you a recommendation.”

		“Okay. Don’t fail. Got it,” John said. “What will I be judged on?”

		Boxelder shook her head. “What do you mean?”

		“You said if I fail. Like, if I don’t find Falcon? Or is there some sort of score or checklist?”

		“An excellent question.” Boxelder smiled. “You will be assessed on speed, style, and summation.”

		“She means how fast you solve the case, how well you solve it, and how you explain your solution to us,” Toadius explained.

		“Well, that doesn’t sound so bad.”

		“There is one more thing.” The ends of Gatsby’s lips curled up and saliva formed in his mouth like he was about to eat a steak. “If you fail, the detective sponsoring you will also be terminated from the S.O.S.”

		“Wait.” Cold needles shot up John’s spine. “You mean if I fail—”

		Toadius straightened his jacket. “I will no longer be part of the S.O.S.”

		“That doesn’t seem fair. Why would the S.O.S. have such a nasty rule?”

		“Rule Number Eighteen: An agency is only as good as its worst detective.” Toadius met John’s gaze. “It’s up to you, Doctor. If you want to take the case, it’s yours. If you decide you’d prefer to wait until you’ve been properly trained, you can. I will support your decision, whatever it may be.”

		John focused on Gatsby—the malevolent glint in eyes betrayed his kind smile. He studied Boxelder, who simply nodded. Then he turned his attention to Madam Dorset-Horne, whose lips were quivering as she tried to hold back tears awaiting his answer. Finally, he looked at Toadius, who’d turned away, and was now tapping his umbrella nervously on the ground.

		John knew this decision would change his vacation, his relationship with Toadius, and the course of his life.

		He took a deep breath, and then uttered a phrase that would change the future as we know it. A phrase that children would be talking about for years to come. Something so life-altering, it requires a new chapter.
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		CHAPTER SEVEN

		The time John made the worst decision of his life.

		Eleven years ago, while looking for a very rare book on Portobello Road, I met a man named Hobson. Now, Hobson owned the book I desired, but he would only sell it to me if I promised to dog-ear the pages when I stopped reading for the night. It wasn’t an ideal choice, because even though I wanted the book, I’m not a monster.

		John was dealing with his own Hobson’s Choice: He could take the case and start his trials, but in doing he’d put Toadius’s career at risk. On the other hand, he could decide to not take the case, but that would mean giving up on the thing he wanted most: becoming a member of the S.O.S.

		John considered his options for what felt like a lifetime. Finally, he turned to face the others. “Rule Number Thirty-Five: One must always follow the case until it is finished. No matter what the cost.”

		Toadius remained silent as he tipped his hat, but John couldn’t help noticing the inspector looked terribly sad.

		“Very good,” Boxelder said as she shook the young detective’s hand.

		“Commissioner,” Toadius finally said. “If Mr. Boarhog is to be tested, might I suggest he officially start his investigation tomorrow morning?”

		“Tomorrow?” Madam Dorset-Horne cried. “By tomorrow, Falcon could be dead, or worse, someone could be feeding him supermarket-brand pet food!”

		Commissioner Boxelder cleared her throat. “I have to agree with Madam Dorset-Horne. The first forty-eight hours are the most important.”

		“In most circumstances, I wouldn’t argue, but we aren’t even certain the canine was stolen,” Toadius explained. “If he was dognapped, I’m sure we’ll be receiving a ransom demand soon enough. If he is merely lost, someone may find him before Mr. Boarhog, and then he would have to forfeit his case. According to the S.O.S. bylaws, a member who is compelled to forfeit a case for reasons beyond their control will be put on probation until a new case can be found for them. John is my ward, and as a result, I am responsible for him. Yet, per the rules of the trials, he isn’t allowed to have assistance from any member of the S.O.S.”

		“So, if he were to be placed on probation, you would no longer be able to serve as his guardian,” Boxelder concluded, frowning.

		“If he were a legal adult, he could live on his own while he waited,” Toadius continued, “but as a minor, this would create quite the predicament. I’m requesting you wait an extra twelve hours to make sure that this case is a legitimate one.”

		“Yes, all right,” Boxelder said. “Tomorrow morning at seven a.m., Mr. Boarhog will officially start his trial.”

		“But what about my darling Falcon?” Madam Dorset-Horne moaned, clutching her pearls.

		“I’ll have my crew scour the ship looking for him,” the captain assured the patroness. “If your dog is simply lost, we will find him.”

		“If a ransom is demanded, Mr. Boarhog can start early,” Boxelder added.

		“There is one other problem,” Gatsby interjected. “Where is young Boarhog going to stay while he’s on the case?”

		“In our cabin, of course,” Toadius’s growled.

		“Ah-ah-ah,” scolded Gatsby. “Mr. Boarhog, here, can’t be living in the same quarters as a member of the S.O.S.” Jacob put his hand on John’s shoulder. “We wouldn’t want to risk him being offered outside help.”

		Toadius tightened the grip on his umbrella. “Are you implying that I would help my ward cheat on his trial?”

		“I’m just following the rules, old friend. Like a real detective does.”

		“I suppose there is a first time for everything.”

		“He can stay with me!” a young voice interrupted. Wembley Danger Quokkas waved as he raced to join the group, then doubled over, resting his hands on his knees and panting to catch his breath. “My mums—I have two of them—got me my own cabin, and there are two beds! John is very welcome to bunk with me.”

		“And where is your cabin located, Mr. Quokkas?” Toadius asked.

		“I’m in 2B!”

		“I could easily move you to 2A, Inspector,” Captain Cloudhopper suggested. “Then you would be directly across the hall from the boys, just in case there was an emergency.”

		“Please, Toadius.” John moved so he was standing next to Wembley. “You did say you wanted me to make friends my age.”

		“Very well,” Toadius said with a sigh. “It’s as good a solution as any I can think up.”

		“Oh, boy!” Wembley leapt into the air. “I can’t wait to tell my mums!”

		“You go ahead. We’ll collect our things from our cabin and I’ll move into 2A.” Toadius watched as the boy ran off. “We shall see you at dinner!”

		“You bet! I can’t believe the John Boarhog’s gonna me by roomie!” Wembley called as he rounded the corner.

		“If you’ll excuse us.” Toadius bowed to the others.

		“Don’t worry, ma’am,” John said to Madam Dorset-Horne.” I won’t stop until I bring Falcon back to you safe and sound.”

		“Thank you, child.” Madam Dorset-Horne lifted her chin. “When chins go up, fears go down!”

		John paused. “My mom used to say that.”

		“She sounds like a smart woman.” The philanthropist touched the boy’s cheek. “I hope to see you at dinner. The show must go on.”

		

		—

		Thirty minutes, six crew members, three pieces of luggage, and two very upset German passengers later, the inspector and his protégé were settled in their new cabins.

		John was standing in the doorway, staring at his mentor. “Are you mad at me?”

		Toadius hadn’t said much since the boy had announced his decision. He hung his suit jacket in the closet, then carefully took the S.O.S. pin off his lapel and pinned it onto his tie. “Is there something I should be upset about?”

		“I guess not,” John replied, his heart sinking a little.

		“Mr. Boarhog.” Toadius reached his hand out. “Good luck on your case.”

		“Can we still have dinners together?” John asked.

		“You are beginning your first trial, not being shipped off to Siberia.” Toadius shook his head. “My dear boy, I may not be able to help you with your case, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t family. Still, sometimes you have to fight the elephant alone.”

		“I promise you, I will find Falcon,” John said, his voice muffled against Toadius’s shoulder.

		“Rule Number Twenty. Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” Toadius hugged John tighter than usual. “Now, go get settled with your new bunkmate. And John…beware of pirates.”

		Even though it was only two steps across the hall, John couldn’t help but feel his destination was a million miles away. His conversation with Toadius looped endlessly in his head. It hadn’t been the mention of Rule Twenty, or that John was nervous about encountering pirates that caused him concern.

		Mr. Boarhog. John repeated Toadius’s words in his head. He stopped calling me Doctor.

		“G’day, mate!” Wembley stood in the doorway across the hall. “Can I help with your bag?”

		“No, I got it.”

		Wembley opened the door to what was now their cabin. John couldn’t believe his eyes. The room must’ve been twice, if not three times, the size of Toadius’s. It had a giant big-screen television, in front of which sat two beanbag chairs. A full-sized refrigerator and microwave were tucked to one side, and in the corner was a bunk bed. Piled on a table in the middle of the room were six different gift baskets overflowing with of popcorn, candy, and sodas.

		“I’m sure it’s not as fancy as you’re used to,” Wembley said as he gave John the grand tour, “but my mums wanted us to have an adventure, so they only let me bring two video games. We’ve got all the proper munchies, though.”

		“This is epic!” John flopped down on one of the beanbag chairs.

		“Really? You want a fizzy drink?” Wembley grabbed one of the gift baskets. “We’ve got cola, lemonade, ginger ale, orange—that’s my favorite.”

		“Is there any root beer?”

		“Oh, no.” Wembley frowned. “We can get some. I’ll run up right now.”

		“What? No, that’s okay. I’ll have a cola.”

		“I’m a terrible host. I promise to fix it first thing.”

		“Dude, it’s cool. Sit down. We only have a little time to hang before dinner.”

		“Yeah.” Wembley bobbed his head awkwardly. “Hanging before dinner. Me and John Boarhog. My bunkmate.”

		Wembley lowered himself onto the other beanbag chair, his head continuing to bob as he wiggled around, trying to get settled. The awkward silence was almost as uncomfortable as Wembley was in his chair.

		“Are you okay?” John finally asked.

		“Oh, yeah. You know. I’m chill.”

		As Wembley fought to keep his balance, John noticed his knuckles had gone white. “We don’t have to sit in these chairs. We could look through those gift baskets.”

		“We probably should make sure there isn’t anything in there that can spoil,” Wembley replied with a nod, trying to get out of his chair, but somehow ending up on the floor.

		John couldn’t help snickering a little, but he rushed over to help his new friend off the ground.

		“That’s how we exit chairs in Australia,” Wembley said, his ears pink.

		“You know, I used to have the hardest time getting out of my hammock at the museum.”

		“How wild it must have been to live in a museum,” Wembley said as he opened one of the baskets, pulling out matching sweatpants and T-shirts. He tried to hide them before John could see.

		“To be honest, it was kind of lonely.” John reached over and gently took one of the T-shirts. On the front in bright purple letters was the word bombers. “These are so cool. Are you a Bombers fan, too?”

		“Um, yes? I mean my middle name wouldn’t be Danger if I wasn’t, right?”

		“They’re a baseball team,” John explained, then paused. “It’s fine if you don’t like baseball.”

		“I’m sorry. You must think I’m a real loser. If you don’t want to bunk with me, it’s okay. I would totally understand. I mean, why would you?”

		“Wembley, I want to bunk with you.”

		“I’m sorry. I just get so excited. I’ve never had a stayover before.”

		“You’ve never had a friend stay the night?” Even John had been to sleepovers before.

		“I don’t—” Wembley whimpered. “I don’t really have a lot of friends. It’s sort of why my mums made me go on this cruise with them.”

		“Well, you have one more now,” John said, sticking his hand out. “And the first thing we should do as friends is get to know each other. So let’s start over. I’m John Boarhog. I like reading books and solving crimes.”

		“Nice to meet you, John. I’m Wembley Danger Quokkas, and I like bugs, orange soda, and new socks.”

		“New socks?” John laughed.

		“There is nothing in the world better than a fresh, new pair.” Wembley nudged one of the baskets over to John. It was overflowing with socks. “Trust me.”

		It wasn’t long until the boys had made a mess of their cabin. John tried on a new pair of socks and, surprisingly, they were very comfortable. He taught Wembley how to sit in a beanbag chair without falling over. And then the boys got into a long discussion filled with a lot of laughter about how each used different words for the same things.

		“You call it the loo?”

		“That’s not as weird as saying you have to go to the restroom,” Wembley shot back. “I mean, when’s the last time you saw a bed in the place where people poop?”

		“You got me there.” John hadn’t laughed this hard since he’d sat outside Times Square with Toadius after his night as a Broadway star. “You have to tell Toadius that. He’ll die.”

		“Your dad seems so cool.” Wembley let out a long and loud burp.

		“Dude! You have to teach me how to do that.” John tried to copy his new friend, but his burp was weak, like a mouse with a mild case of hiccups. “And Toadius isn’t my dad.”

		“I don’t have a dad, either,” Wembley said as he crushed his soda can and tossed it into the recycling bin can across the room.

		“Nice shot!”

		“It’s a gift,” Wembley replied as he stretched his hands behind his head.

		“So, your moms are rich? That must be awesome.”

		“It’s cool. I mean mum is a photographer, so we travel a lot, and second mum is a rock star. I spend a lot of time on the road or in the studio.”

		“Do you play any instruments?”

		“No, but I like music. Mum got me this record player for my birthday last year, so I’ve been collecting a lot of vinyl.”

		A loud knock interrupted the boys.

		John jumped to his feet and opened the door. Toadius McGee stood there in a new suit. It was blue, but looked nothing like the suits he always wore. No, this one looked like a policeman’s dress uniform. Draped across his left shoulder was a red cord, and his red S.O.S pin had been placed inside a golden badge. An emblem with two umbrellas crossing under a bowler hat sparkled on the badge, and a slew of medals and patches completed the ensemble. John knew Toadius was a master detective, but he hadn’t realized that Toadius was also highly decorated.

		“Wow, you look like a boss!” Wembley whistled. “How many medals can one cop get?”

		“I’m not a boss. As a matter of fact, I don’t believe I’ve ever had an employee. Are you boys read—” Toadius stopped abruptly as a look of terror stretched across his face. “WHAT HAPPENED?” The man darted into the room. “Are you all right? Was there a break in? What was stolen?”

		John looked around the room, but he didn’t see anything out of place. “What are you talking about?”

		“This room!” Toadius waved around helplessly at the giant mess the boys had made. “Who did this?”

		“We did.” Wembley shrugged. “We were just hanging out.”

		“Are you saying the two of you, with absolutely no other assistance, managed to destroy this room?”

		John rolled his eyes. “We didn’t destroy it.”

		“This has to be cleaned up. At once.”

		“On it!” Wembley ran over to a small yellow phone on the wall. He raised the receiver to his ear. “G’day. Yes, can we have a turndown in 2B. Thank you.” He replaced the handset and then skirted Toadius, heading down the hall.

		“Where are you going?” Toadius asked.

		“To dinner. I’m starved!” Wembley rubbed his belly.

		Toadius frowned. “Don’t you think you should take care of your mess before you leave?”

		“I just did. I called housekeeping.”

		As if materializing from nowhere, the French maid from the top deck slipped past Toadius. “Pardon, Monsieur Grenouillet.”

		But Toadius raised a hand to stop her. “Vous pouvez partir. We appreciate you coming so promptly, but there’s been a misunderstanding. I apologize for the inconvenience.”

		The maid gave a little shrug, then disappeared back down the hall.

		Toadius crossed his arms. “If you want to be treated like a real detective, then you must learn to clean up your own messes.”

		“Is that one of your rules?” Wembley asked.

		“No, that’s just common sense.” The inspector took a deep breath. “I think this is a mistake. Maybe we should wait to start the trial until you’re a bit more mature.”

		“No!” John pleaded. “We’ll clean up first thing after dinner, I promise.”

		“Yeah, we promise!” Wembley added. “It’s my fault, Inspector McGee. I just wanted John to think I was cool. I didn’t mean to get him in trouble. I’m the bad one. Take me to jail.” The boy reached his hands out to be cuffed.

		“What an odd child.” Toadius eyed Wembley, as if he was trying to figure out if the boy was tall enough to ride on a roller coaster. After a moment, he sighed. “Very well. Get your jackets. We’re quite late.”

		John did as instructed, but by the time he’d spun back around, Toadius was already halfway down the hall.

		“Come on,” John called.

		Wembley dashed past his new friend. For a boy who was on the smaller and rounder side, he certainly was light on his feet.

		John took a deep breath, and then followed the others. “I really need to get some slower friends.”
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		CHAPTER EIGHT

		The time John learned a lesson in magic.

		As I mentioned before, what we expect is often the exact opposite of what we find. For instance, when you woke up this morning, you may have thought going to school today would be the same as when you went yesterday. However, if you were to arrive with all your classmates, and aliens were attacking with giant ice-cream cones, you would quickly realize that your expectations were vastly different than your experience.

		John had expected to go to the dining room, where he’d be surrounded by adults droning on about boring topics like taxes and the score of the big game, but when he entered the giant room, he instead found himself in the middle of a circus.

		It turned out the captain’s dinner had a theme. A giant banner hung over the entrance of the room. adventures from the four corners of the world was neatly printed over a map of the Earth. A juggler lofted small models of the ship into the air while a clown with a bright red beard made balloon captain hats. Acrobats hung from the ceiling, twirling on metal rings, and at least a dozen waiters carrying giant golden trays danced around offering hors d’oeuvres to guests. John noticed a large dessert table in the middle of the space, holding plate after plate of mini cream pies. On a stage at the far end of the room, a big band played a lively, fast-paced tune in front of something large and square draped in a giant cloth, while guests danced around the wooden floor below. Nearby, a giant tank was filled with tropical fish that swirled around, apparently enjoying the music as much as the captain’s elite guests.

		John quickly scanned the room for Toadius, spotting the inspector standing next to a table in front of the stage, where he was in deep conversation with Commissioner Boxelder and Jacob Gatsby. They, like Toadius, were wearing dress uniforms, though the commissioner had a double yellow cord on her shoulder and Jacob had a single white one. The S.O.S. members seemed to be in the middle of a heated debate. Toadius, no doubt, was trying to get them to reconsider John’s trial.

		Wembley was with two women whom John assumed were his moms. One was short and bouncy with long blond hair. She wore a very fashionable leopard print dress. The other woman was taller and very thin, dressed like a rock star from her black leather pants to her studded leather jacket. Her black hair had a shocking green streak, which John thought looked really cool.

		“There you are,” Toadius called, waving his ward over. “I thought we’d have to send a rescue party.”

		“Sorry,” gasped John, still a little out of breath.

		“I’m sure you’re just trying to find your sea legs,” the commissioner said. “I’m glad you could join us.”

		“Right.” Jacob sniffed. “I, myself, have been having some trouble adjusting to life on the ship.”

		“Are you catching a cold?” Toadius asked.

		“No, my good man. I never get sick.”

		“Of course you don’t.”

		John thought it might be best to change the subject. “What do the ropes mean?”

		“Ropes?” The commissioner raised her eyebrows.

		“Yeah, on your shoulders. What do they mean?”

		“Oh, they’re called aiguillettes, and they signal rank. The heads of the S.O.S. wear yellow. Magistrate Sullivan and I both wear them, or at least he would be wearing them if he were here,” she explained, craning her neck to spot him in the crowd. “I swear that man is the hardest person to find sometimes.”

		“Just look for an out of place object with a red beard,” John suggested.

		“Sully is a master of disguise. It runs in his family. His father, Waldo, was always hard to spot.”

		“I always thought he got it from his mother,” Jacob said. “You and he have a lot in common, Boarhog. Sullivan’s mother was an international jewel thief, too.”

		“Carmen was a lot of things, but nothing like Cerise,” Toadius said, his voice icy.

		“You would know, wouldn’t you?” Jacob fired back, baring his unnaturally white teeth. “A-ACHOO!” His sneeze was almost as loud as the band.

		“Bless you,” Captain Cloudhopper said reflexively as she joined the circle. She was still in uniform, her hat tucked neatly under her arm.

		“Thank you!” Jacob pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and blew his nose with a resounding honk. “My allergies are acting up.”

		“Well, maybe a nice cup of tea would help to clear your sinuses?” the captain offered.

		“None for me.” Gatsby’s lips puckered as if he had bitten into a lemon. “I don’t touch anything with caffeine.”

		As if on cue, the lights dimmed and all of the guests scurried to find their seats.

		“Shall we?” Boxelder pulled out a chair from the captain’s table.

		John spotted Wembley in the back of the room, waving franticly at him. “I saved you a seat, mate!” he called as the young detective wove through the other guests.

		“Thanks, man.” John was so busy trying to get to his chair, he didn’t notice the Hive already seated at the same table.

		Dirk gave John a small nod. “Where you been, J-Money?”

		“Sorry. I was with Toadius at the bridge for the launch.”

		“Nice.” Dirk motioned for Oli to move so John could sit beside him. “Here, I got you a seat.”

		“Danger was just telling us how you guys have your own suite. Party at Boarhog’s, right?” Emil chimed in.

		“I can ask my mums if you lot can stay over,” Wembley offered, clapping his hands.

		“That’s so cute.” Claudia didn’t look up from her phone. “Sleepover. I haven’t had one of those since I was in elementary school.”

		“So, last year?” John replied with a grin.

		“Nice burn, J-Money!” Dirk gave him a thumbs-up.

		As the music in the room faded, the lights flashed signaling everyone to turn their attention to the stage.

		A single red beam struck the large platform directly in the center, and then a man stepped into the light. His face remained in shadow, though the bowler hat gave him away.

		“Welcome, everyone.” Toadius raised his hands to quiet the crowd. “We all know what is impossible, what is real, and what is achievable. We have spent our lives seeing with our eyes and believing what we see. Some of us have even made a career out of discerning the truth. But what if we were wrong?”

		The light changed color, and two more beams appeared on either side of the inspector, highlighting two more figures. The silhouettes made them seem as though they’d jumped from the pages of a comic book.

		“What if our eyes have been deceiving us all along? Tonight, your senses will be challenged. As we sail among the stars, your understanding of modern science will be bent, and your beliefs will be shaken. I ask you now to sit back and put aside what you know, or perhaps I should say, what you think you know, as I proudly present Hiroto Kuma, the ‘Strongman of the East.’ ”

		The lights on stage brightened as Toadius exited the stage. John could finally clearly see the two figures who’d joined Toadius on the stage, Hiroto and his daughter, Kana, the same girl he’d pranked earlier that day.

		Hiroto was a shorter, older man, but John bet he could easily lift a car over his head. Drumming filled the room, and John felt his pulse rise, as if the musicians were beating a tattoo onto his chest.

		Hiroto crossed to the far end of the stage, his back turned, and then his daughter ran at him and leapt into the air. He caught her by one ankle and swung her around in a giant circle, her head mere inches from the floor. And then before John could gasp, Hiroto threw Kana into the air. She peaked around twelve feet over the stage, and then with a backflip, landed balanced on one of her father’s hands. The crowd went wild.

		Hiroto bowed, still balancing his daughter, then took a step back and flipped into a handstand as Kana grabbed on to her father’s ankles, and in a matter of seconds, the old man pushed off the floor and stood up on his daughter’s shoulders. John had never seen anything like it. Even Claudia had torn her eyes from her screen and seemed impressed.

		“J-money,” Dirk said, elbowing John in the ribs. “Maybe you shouldn’t have given her that shake.”

		John swore Kana overheard the comment. Her eye’s flashed at him.

		A giant ball rolled onto the stage; Kana focused her gaze on it. She raised her father up so he was balanced on one hand, then slowly crossed in front of the audience. Hiroto, using Kana as a springboard, flipped, landing on the ball, before walking it to the center of the stage. Kana stepped forward, striking a pose. She paused, focusing herself with a deep breath, and then, with the grace of a cat who was also a ninja, she did three back flips followed by a back handspring, landing on top of her father’s head.

		The crowd exploded into a thunderous applause as Hiroto, perched atop the ball, exited into the wings with his daughter still balanced on his head.

		Toadius once again took center stage. “This next act is a personal favorite of mine. A man who needs no introduction, but is getting one anyway, the greatest magician in the world and my friend: THE GREAT GOATINEE!”

		John clapped as hard as he could. As the Great Goatinee took the stage, John could see his uncle’s hands shaking.

		“Good evening, fellow seekers of mystical truths.” The magician swallowed hard. “I am THE GREAT GOATINEE-NEE-NEE-nee.”

		Goatinee pulled out his deck of cards, but accidently threw it across the room. The guests laughed, not realizing the magician’s mistake.

		Dirk nudged Emil. “This guy is hilarious. We should Buzz this live.”

		“He’s just warming up,” John said, hushing his new friends. It was a poor choice of words, for at that moment, Goatinee sneezed, and his wrist fireball prematurely ignited. A small flame struck the stage at his feet, lighting the cuffs of his pants on fire. He danced around trying to put out the flames by slapping at them, but in the next instant, his sleeves were also alight.

		“You can say that again!” Dirk cackled. “Dude, keep filming.”

		If you have ever had the unfortunate experience of lighting something on fire, you might have heard the phrase stop, drop, and roll. It means you must not panic. Instead, lie down on the ground and roll around until the flames are put out. The Great Goatinee had developed a less effective method—swan, dance, and river. He’d wave his arms as if he were a giant, majestic bird, hop from one foot to the other like he was at a hoedown, and eventually find a large body of water to douse himself, extinguishing the flames, while also making himself look exceptionally silly before a large gathering.

		The crowd roared with laughter as the very flammable magician performed what I imagine Swan Lake would look like if it had a large pyrotechnics budget, finally diving into the fish tank with an enormous splash.

		“This is epic!” Emil cheered as he continued to film. Toadius and the captain rushed to help Goatinee out of the tank. John had immediately risen to his feet, ready to rush in to lend a hand, but he was all the way in the back.

		“That guy’s hands down my favorite magician of all time!” Dirk choked out. By this time, he was in hysterics and could hardly catch his breath.

		“Ladies and gentlemen!” A voice boomed from the stage as a man in an emerald suit stepped out from the wings. The spotlight hit him, making his suit glitter. “Please give warm applause for the comedic stylings of my opening act!” Abra K. Dabra shifted away just long enough to reveal a bedraggled Goatinee tumbling out of the tank.

		Toadius had a small octopus clinging to his face, and as the captain tried to pull the cephalopod away, ink shot out, covering them both.

		Abra cleared his throat, and the spotlight swung back on him. “Well, while our host changes into something less…inky, how about some real magic?”

		The crowd cheered. Toadius and the captain quickly slipped backstage to clean up.

		“Is your dad going to be, okay?” Oli asked.

		John shrugged. “Rule Number Twelve: Always bring a second set of clothes.” He watched as a stagehand ran onto the stage and handed Goatinee a towel. The defeated magician plodded toward the doors, his head hung low.

		“Where are you going?” Abra called to him. “You heard the people. They want to see some real magic. GOATINEE! GOATINEE!”

		John jumped up from his chair, adding his voice to the chant. The Hive joined in, too, and soon the entire room was cheering the magician.

		Goatinee surveyed the room hopefully. “You mean it?”

		“Yes, we’ve all had a bad start,” Abra replied, slinging his arm around Goatinee’s shoulders. “Show them who you really are.” He turned back to the audience, flashing his dazzling white teeth. “I first met the Great Goatinee in a run-down diner. And I said to myself, ‘Abra, this guy…this guy right here has it.’ And now, together, we will prove that magic is real. When I met the Great Goatinee, I was brought back to a time when I, myself, was on a street corner performing card tricks. But soon enough, I found card tricks weren’t enough, and so I searched the earth for real magic. Something no one had ever seen before. A trick to end all tricks.

		April rode in on a large metal chest, though John noticed no one was pushing or pulling it.

		Abra continued. “Would you like to see it?”

		The guests cheered.

		“Okay, okay. But you’ll need to be quiet, for this is a very dangerous trick, indeed. I call this…THE CASE OF DOOM.” Abra motioned toward April, still sitting on the chest.

		She hopped off, landing gracefully on her feet.

		“My assistant, April Dovely,” Abra announced, taking her hand and presenting her to the audience. Then she turned back to the metal box and began to crank a small lever on the side. The lid slowly opened.

		“As you can see, this chest is pure steel. It has no air holes, and the lid is very heavy. If someone were trapped inside this box, there would be no escape. The average man, unable to open the lid, would perish in less than five minutes. Lucky for us, I’m not average!” Abra winked, then began rolling up his sleeves. He reached into the chest and pulled out a rather funny-looking jacket with very long arms and buckles. “This straitjacket was once owned by Houdini, himself. Many believe it’s cursed. Mr. Goatinee, would you be so kind?” The Great Goatinee tightened the straps.

		“Yes, good. Now we need someone from the audience to check to make sure this is all aboveboard.”

		April scanned the crowd. Many guests waved their hands, eager to volunteer. Emil almost fell out of his seat trying to get April’s attention.

		Finally, April pointed to the detective table, where Gastby was pointing dramatically at Boxelder. “She is the most trusted of us all,” he called out.

		“Ah, yes, Commissioner Rachel Boxelder,” Abra said. “The highest-ranking member of the S.O.S. Will you please inspect the trunk and ensure that there are no trick doors or latches, and that it is, indeed, merely a solid metal box?”

		Boxelder tried to politely wave away the honor, motioning for Gatsby to take her place, but he just chuckled and shook his head.

		“I think she needs some encouragement!”

		The audience broke out into a chant of “Boxelder,” with the kids at John’s table chanting loudest. Caught up in the excitement, John couldn’t help but join in. He was certain the trick was going to be great.

		“Fine, Fine!” Boxelder blushed and stepped forward, circling the trunk and giving the sides a couple of well-placed kicks. After a moment, she nodded to April. “This is very real. Are you sure this trick is safe?”

		“No, madam. It is most definitely not safe.” Abra grinned “But don’t worry. I’m a professional. Let’s give Commissioner Boxelder one more round of applause.”

		The commissioner waved to the audience as she made her way back to her seat.

		Then the lights dimmed and Abra stepped into the trunk. April positioned herself on one side while Goatinee took his place on the other. “Now, to make sure you know I’m not cheating, April please put on the restraints,” Abra ordered.

		April very dramatically pulled out a pair of handcuffs, then danced around the trunk, before handing them to Goatinee. She spun around climbing in with Abra, where she checked his restraints. John glanced over at his uncle and noticed Goatinee’s nostrils flare. After ensuring the straps were tight, April once again climbed down, dancing back to the Great Goatinee, where she took back the handcuffs. She displayed them to the audience one last time, then handcuffed herself to Goatinee and then to the trunk. Now there was no way that either she or Goatinee could help Abra.

		“Count with me!” Abra called—“One…Two…Three!”—and then he dropped into the trunk and the lid slammed shut, trapping him inside.

		The room went silent. John didn’t even dare breathe. There were the sounds of someone struggling in the trunk, surely Abra wrestling off his straitjacket. John expected that any minute, the magician would appear from the back of the room or April would turn around, only it would be Abra, now handcuffed to the trunk, while April emerged from inside. That’s always how magic tricks worked.

		Unfortunately, once again, what John expected was not what he got. The last thing he heard before the room went black was Abra K. Dabra bellowing a single word: “TIMBERDOODLE!”
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		CHAPTER NINE

		The time John met four sisters.

		Many things can go terribly wrong when someone attempts the impossible. And in the world of magic, things can go from bad to worse very quickly. When a magician is in trouble, they use a secret word to let their assistant know they need help. Most magicians choose a word that makes no sense for a person in trouble to say. Abra K. Dabra was not pointing out the small Vermont bird also known as the Labrador twister, but referring to the Green Mountain state stinky cheese known for its fudgy, nutty, buttery flavor, a perfect non sequitur for anyone in danger.

		“TIMBERDOODLE!” the voice from within the trunk screamed again.

		“Turn on the lights!” someone yelled.

		“What’s that smell?” cried another spectator.

		“I think a bird is in trouble,” someone shouted.

		Within seconds, the room was ablaze. To John’s surprise, it was Toadius who’d materialized in the back of the room near the switches—almost like a magician, himself.

		The other members of the S.O.S had also jumped into action. Gatsby and Boxelder were on the stage trying to get into the trunk. The captain, meanwhile, stood off to the side barking orders. Even Madam Dorset-Horne had emerged from the audience and was by the cloth-draped object John had spotted before the theatrics began.

		John thought he might be able to help, too. Pushing through the panicking passengers, he arrived at the stage in time to overhear Goatinee and April in the middle of a heated conversation.

		“What did you do?” April demanded.

		“I didn’t do anything. I held the trunk still—”

		“Let me see your hands.” The magician’s assistant grabbed Goatinee’s jacket, wringing out more water in the process. “Your sleeves are soaking wet!”

		Goatinee winced. “This is what happens when you jump into the fish tank.”

		“The water must have gotten into the gears. I’ve told Abra a hundred times the Houdini locks don’t like moisture.”

		“Are you saying that it’s the Great Goatinee’s fault that Abra’s stuck?” Boxelder asked. She must’ve been eavesdropping, too. “If this man dies, it is on you, sir.”

		John wouldn’t expect less from the highest ranked member of the S.O.S., but Boxelder seemed very passionate about saving people’s lives.

		“Maybe I can help?” John offered.

		“How?” Captain Cloudhopper demanded. “You are a child. Go back to your seat.”

		Sweat poured down Goatinee’s forehead. “I didn’t mean—I was just trying to—” Before anyone could stop him, the Great Goatinee reached into his jacket, yanked out a small glass vial, and threw it to the floor. Immediately, a giant puff of smoke filled the stage. Though John couldn’t see anything, he heard: a woman scream, two clicks of metal and the jingle of chains, something slide across the wood floor, cloth being rustled, more sliding, and finally as the smoke cleared, roaring applause from the audience.

		It took John a moment to figure out why everyone was clapping. Abra K. Dabra stood on top of the chest holding his straitjacket in his hands. His handcuffs secured April to the metal device, though she wasn’t posing and looked as confused as John felt. Boxelder and Gatsby were also were cuffed to the trunk, while Toadius and the captain had traded hats. The Great Goatinee was gone altogether.

		“Where did he go?” John asked.

		April’s eyelashes fluttered. “Holy Houdini.”

		“Gentlepeople, let’s have another round of applause for Abra K. Dabra,” Toadius called, motioning to the others. If John hadn’t seen the flash of worry in his guardian’s eyes, he would have believed the entire catastrophe had been part of the show.

		April tried to unclasp the handcuffs, but they refused to unlock. She smiled brightly, trying to cover.

		“What’s wrong, April,” Abra asked, jumping off the trunk. “Having a hard time with the cuffs? Here, let an expert look.” The crowd burst into more laughter and applause. April shrugged, holding her cuffed wrists up as high as she could so the crowd could see them. “It takes a very skilled person to get out of a pair of my shackles,” Abra continued. “No trick props or fake locks. But not to worry. I’ve done this a million times.”

		The magician waved his hands over April’s restraints. They didn’t release. He tried again, to no avail.

		“Is there something wrong?” Toadius asked.

		“No…I will, um…”

		“Might I suggest taking our esteemed guests backstage?” Toadius waved to someone in the wings, and Hiroto, the strong man, came out and helped push the trunk offstage.”

		Abra swept into a deep bow, obviously annoyed with Toadius, then followed the trunk as it was wheeled away.

		“Well, this has been a very entertaining evening, but we have one last surprise.” Toadius placed his hand on John’s shoulders and leaned in. “Go back to your seat now.”

		“Can’t I stay up here and help you?”

		“No, it’s much too dangerous.”

		“But I want to help.”

		“You can help me by returning to your seat. The lights of the stage can shine too bright at times.” Toadius pointed to the table. “No more arguing, Mr. Boarhog. Sit. And keep an eye out for pirates.”

		“Fine.” John stomped away. How could Toadius do this to him? They were partners, yet ever since they’d boarded the ship, Toadius had treated him like a child. He was tired of hearing how dangerous everything was. Toadius hadn’t minded danger when they snuck into a Broadway play or been in the middle of a car chase, or even when he’d been hanging from the top the Chrysler Building.

		But what John didn’t realize is that you don’t always know you’re in danger until it’s far too late.

		Fuming, he made his way back to the table, where he threw himself into his chair.

		Madam Dorset-Horne raised her hands in the air, quieting the murmuring of the crowd, then cleared her throat. “What a show! Never a dull moment on this ship. As you all know, we are fortunate to have high-ranking members of the world’s greatest law enforcement agency, the Society of Sleuths, here with us tonight. I’m no stranger to the Society, but for those of you who don’t know the man standing next to me, let me tell you more about our master of ceremonies. Inspector Toadius McGee, in my opinion, is the greatest detective to ever live. His cases are legendary. Everyone has heard of his successes including the Vatican Files, the Study in Blue, and especially the Bank of Normandy. He is not only a genius crime solver, but an accomplished guitar player and a mighty fine dancer.”

		The crowd burst into rousing applause for the inspector.

		“But Toadius’s most impressive accomplishment occurred quite recently, when he single-handedly caught the world’s greatest jewel thief, the Mauve Moth, and returned the famous Egypt’s Fire to the New York Museum of Natural History.”

		John couldn’t believe his ears. Toadius had not single-handedly caught the Moth. He’d had a partner—him! In fact, if it hadn’t been for him, the spectacular ruby would have been lost forever.

		“That isn’t entirely true.”

		John knew the voice the moment he heard it—the sweet, melodic voice of actress and infamous thief, Polly “Pickles” Cronopolis.

		The spotlight swept across the assembly, searching until it settled on her sitting casually at the captain’s table.

		Someone screamed. “It’s the Mauve Moth!”

		Captain Cloudhopper pointed at Pickles. “You are under arrest.”

		“I think you’ll find I am very much free,” Pickles replied, raising a glass toward the captain before taking a nonchalant sip.”

		“Polly.” Toadius moved toward her, but stopped abruptly when she raised her hand to display a small object—a remote. Pickles had her finger on the trigger button.

		“Whatever you do”—she leaned forward—“do not take another step.”

		“This is nonsense,” the captain barked, before rushing at the criminal.

		“No!” Toadius lunged to pull the captain back, knocking Madam Dorset-Horne out of the way just as Pickles pressed the button. In the next instant, a net swung out from stage right, scooping up a horrified Inspector McGee and a shrieking Captain Cloudhopper, trapping them high above stage left. Madam Dorset-Horne stumbled backward, reaching for something to catch her balance. What she found was the giant cloth covering the Sisters of the Seasons. The fabric slipped on top of the old woman, and she careened around the stage like a ghost on roller skates. Flailing around as she tried to free herself only seemed to add to the effect. Whoever was controlling the spotlight clearly thought this was all part of the show; they followed the ghost’s movements around the stage until it finally collapsed beneath the paintings.

		Each was a portrait of a different woman, though even the casual viewer could discern that all four were related. The sisters each embodied a different season. Wynter wore a crown of ice, a snowy forest resting quietly behind her. Summer stood in the same spot, the trees behind her a lush green, and the ground a warm yellow. Atop her head was golden crown with spikes resembling rays of the sun. Autumn had a crown of leaves, and the trees behind her exploded in golds, coppers, and crimsons. And last but not least was Daisy, the spring sister, adorned with a crown of cheery white and yellow blooms.

		Wembley pointed at the spring portrait. “Look at the grevillea. They look so real.”

		“The what?” John’s eyes were still fixed on Pickles as he tried to come up with a plan to catch her.

		“Grevillea. They’re flowers. My favorite kind.”

		“The world’s most dangerous criminal is on this ship, and you want to talk about flowers?”

		“They’re quite pretty,” Wembley said sheepishly.

		Pickles, with a dramatic flourish, sprang over the captain’s table, somersaulting gracefully to take center stage.

		“Holy cow!” Dirk almost fell over himself to record the theatrics. “This is epic!”

		John leapt up. With Toadius trapped, he’d have to stop her. “There isn’t anywhere to go!” he yelled.

		“There you are, Doctor.” She waved. “I see you’ve been put in the cheap seats.”

		John’s mind was racing. Why would she make such a public attempt? Had she already stolen what she was after? He went over the clue in his head, as he already had a thousand times. A queen’s crown and the boundless skies was obviously the ship. Hides what you seek, my royal prize could mean something that the shipping company owned.

		“What seasons, squares, and suits all share,” John recited to himself.

		“What, mate?” Wembley asked.

		“What seasons—” John paused, scanning the room, then went rigid as his eyes landed on the paintings. Four. Four seasons. Four sides to a square. Four suits of cards. Toadius had been right. The second part of the riddle always became clear only after the crime had been committed. Pickles hadn’t stolen the spotlight to make a scene; she was going to steal the paintings! Even from so far away, Pickles must have read the realization dawning on John’s face. She began a slow clap. “Very good. You figured out my little riddle. Unfortunately, it’s too late. I’ll be claiming my prize, then on my way. Crossing to the paintings, she lifted Daisy off the wall. But Pickles’s smile faded as a snapping sound echoed through the room. While John had distracted her, Toadius had been sawing at the ropes holding the captain and himself captive. The pair hit the stage floor with a resounding thump.

		“Here,” John said to Wembley. “Hold my hat.”

		Many people believe that the shortest distance from one point to another is a straight line, but this is false. Sometimes that straight line is blocked by people in chairs or circus performers on stilts, so John had to find a different path. The boy climbed onto the table, then leapt onto the next one as those seated around it ducked out of the way. With a running start, he hurled his body onto one of the stilt walkers, climbing him like a ladder. His weight, of course, was too much for the performer, who teetered and tipped across the room. Just as they were about to tumble, John jumped, grabbing on to the ring of an acrobat. Once again, his weight threw off the balance, and they began to spin like a top. Using the inertia of their rotation, he launched himself across the room. By this point, he’d captured the attention of the spectators, including a very mystified Toadius McGee, who looked either extremely angry or extremely proud. John wasn’t sure which. In any case, he was so focused on puzzling out what Toadius must be thinking that he missed his landing, instead crashing onto a rolling cart, which went careening into the dessert table. With a deafening thud, the table collapsed, launching its small pies into the air. And as the saying goes, what comes up must come down. The cream filling landed with a splat on the horrified faces of the diners, including Madam Dorset-Horne, who had just untangled herself from the troublesome display cloth.

		Toadius leapt to his feet, but unfortunately the net was still wrapped around his ankles and he tripped, face planting on the ground. John ran across the top of the captain’s table and propelled himself onto the stage. If Toadius couldn’t stop the Mauve Moth, he would.

		Pickles, leaving nothing to chance, tossed Daisy into the air. John lurched for the painting, catching it like a Brooklyn Bombers outfielder. He landed on his back, but at least the painting was safe. To his surprise, Pickles took a small bow, just as she’d done when he’d faced off with her on stage at the Broadway production of Asp Me Why I Love Her.

		This time, before she could slip away, a beanbag connected with her head, and she collapsed to the floorboards.

		John turned to see who’d thrown the projectile, and caught a glimpse of a clown with a familiar red beard bounding onto the stage. He took another beanbag from a nearby juggler, took aim, and lobbed it, this time hitting Pickles square in the rear. She kicked and spun around, regaining her feet just in time to block his punch. Pickles dipped and dodged, then shoved the clown in the chest with both of her palms, sending him flying back into Toadius. John tried to maneuver around the fighting, but by the time he’d cleared the scuffling, the Mauve Moth had disappeared.

		“WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?” Boxelder yelled at the top of her lungs as she and Gatsby reentered the stage, finally free of their handcuffs.

		“A boy knocked me over!” a performer complained, holding up a broken stilt.

		Boxelder gasped. “That’s terrible!”

		“I was pied in the face,” a patron grumbled, wiping custard off their chin.

		Boxelder tutted. “That’s horrific.”

		“A clown tried to kill me with a bean bag!” another passenger moaned, pointing to the performer.

		Boxelder rolled her eyes. “That’s unlikely.”

		“The Mauve Moth just tried to steal my paintings!” Madam Dorset-Horne wailed, wiping custard off of her face.

		“Polly was here?” Gatsby asked.

		“Yes,” Toadius replied, helping the red-bearded clown off the ground. “John was able to delay her.”

		“Then we shouldn’t waste time.” Gatsby gripped his cane tighter. “Which way did she go?”

		“I don’t know.” Toadius carefully took the painting from John and hung it back up on the display.

		“Well, what are you waiting for?” Boxelder barked. “We need to apprehend the Moth before she disappears again.”

		“She isn’t going anywhere,” Toadius said calmly.

		“How can you be so sure?”

		“Well, for one thing, we’re on a cruise ship twelve thousand feet above the ground.” Toadius straightened the painting and then took a step back to assess his work. “Second, she hasn’t stolen anything.”

		“Not yet,” John argued. “But she’ll be back.”

		“Yes. Most likely,” Toadius agreed with a sigh. “Pickles always gets what she wants.”

		“Captain,” Boxelder said, turning to address Cloudhopper. “Now that we know the Moth is aboard and that she’s targeting these paintings, is there somewhere we can safely store them?”

		“Of course,” the captain said. “MR. CORVUS!”

		“Yes, Captain,” Mr. Corvus called in his rumbling voice.

		“Please instruct the crew to inform all passengers that we’ve entered Lockdown. No one is to leave their living quarters until tomorrow morning. Is that clear?”

		“Crystal,” Mr. Corvus said. “You heard the captain. Everyone back to your rooms.”

		The guests scurried out, glad to escape the melee, the wave of patrons carrying John toward the door. He pushed and dodged, finally swimming his way back to Toadius’s side.

		“We should split into teams,” Gatsby said to Toadius. “Sully and I will take the lower decks, and you the captain can search the upper ones.”

		“It would be wiser if Sully came with me,” Boxelder insisted. “We’ll search the lower decks. Gatsby and McGee, you can take the others.”

		Captain Cloudhopper nodded. “Meanwhile, I’ll secure the paintings in my personal vault. I’m the only one with the combination, so there will be no way the Mauve Moth will be able to reach them. Then I’ll meet you on the Lido deck. Take Mr. Corvus with you, Commissioner Boxelder.”

		“Maybe one of us should know the combination,” Gatsby suggested. “Heaven forbid something happens to the captain and we need to move the paintings.”

		“I hate to agree with Gatsby,” Toadius said, and from the expression on the inspector’s face, doing so was making him a touch ill.

		“Very well. I’ll tell you, Toadius,” Captain Cloudhopper said, waving him closer.

		“No,” the inspector said. “Tell Gatsby. He is many things, but a rulebreaker is not among them.”

		Commissioner Boxelder raised an eyebrow. “Now that that’s settled, can we please go find the Moth.”

		Hiroto Kuma appeared from offstage, Kana Rai right behind him. “I’d also like to help. You might need my strength.”

		“What can I do?” April asked, slipping back into the room.

		“Of course, Kuma. Plus, it will be good to have your expertise.” Gatsby stepped in front of Toadius. “As for you, Ms.—”

		Toadius cleared his throat. “If you would be nice enough to hunt down Kamin Goatine, Ms. Dovely. If anyone knows the best places to hide on this ship, it will be him.”

		“I was just going to say that,” Gatsby blustered.

		“Were you? I think it best I take the lead, as this is my case.”

		“Well,” Jacob replied, “as the higher-ranking detective, I believe I have jurisdiction.”

		Toadius’s eye flashed. “But you haven’t been in the field in quite a long time. You’re likely a bit rusty, no?”

		Gatsby bristled. “Investigating is just like riding a bike.”

		“Yes, but maybe you should consider removing the training wheels.”

		“ENOUGH!” Boxelder shouted. “You can either work together, or you can both sit this one out. You’re acting like children in primary school.”

		“He started it,” Jacob whined.

		“I don’t care. Go apprehend the Moth before she escapes,” Boxelder commanded.

		“Let me get my hat!” John said, but Toadius stopped him with his umbrella.

		“No. You will take Miss Kuma to your cabin and wait there until I tell you otherwise.”

		“Dad? Really?” Kana Rai complained, turning to her father.

		“Go. Inspector McGee is right.” Hiroto’s voice was soft, but firm.

		“I’m old enough to stay by myself,” Kana argued, crossing her arms.

		“As long as the Mauve Moth is on this ship, you are not safe.” The stern look Hiroto Kuma leveled at his daughter made even Toadius take a step back.

		Kana rattled off something in Japanese, and though John didn’t know exactly what she said, it was clear her father was not happy. He replied, his voice like ice.

		Kana glared at her father. “Fine. I’ll go get my stuff. Or am I not allowed to change my clothes, either?”

		“You may go.” Hiroto stepped aside, allowing his daughter to pass.

		“Excellent. That will give you boys time to clean up the devastation you left in your cabin,” Toadius said.

		“But I can help you!” John insisted.

		“And me, too, mate!” Wembley had once again materialized next to Toadius.

		“You are very sneaky,” the inspector said with a strained chuckle. “We should get you a bell.”

		“Sorry, chief, but I have to agree with McGee.” Gatsby sneezed as he helped Madam Dorset-Horne off the stage. “Besides, you need your rest. You start your trial in the morning.”

		“But there has to be something I can help with,” John pleaded.

		“You will help by making sure that Mr. Quokkas and Miss Kuma are safe,” Toadius repeated. “If you want, you can look over the ship’s passenger manifest and maps. Perhaps we overlooked a detail of note.”

		“What if I find something?” John asked. “Should I come find you?”

		“Use the phone in your room to call the bridge. One of the crew will notify me.” Toadius looked John straight in the eyes. “You must promise me you will not try to find Pickles on your own. She is most dangerous when cornered.”

		“Okay,” John said, but he rolled his eyes.

		“I want to hear you say it.”

		“Fine. I promise.”

		“Good lad. Come now, Gatsby. We have a Moth to catch!”

		Toadius tipped his hat, and in a flash he was off.
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		CHAPTER TEN

		The time John broke a promise.

		One time when I was younger, I had the misfortune of being robbed. It was obvious the second I walked through my door that something was very wrong. Most of the time, you can tell someone’s entered your home without permission because they’ve left behind a giant mess, rummaging through your things, presumably on the hunt for valuables.

		But in this case, instead of overflowing drawers and mess scattered across the floor, John and Wembley found that all of their belongings had been neatly put away. The room was immaculate.

		John’s suitcase had been unpacked, and his clothes hung nicely in a closet. A third perfectly made bed had also been added.

		“Wait,” Wembley said, investigating the cot. “She isn’t staying the night, is she?”

		“Kana Rai?” John hung up his jacket next to his other clothes. “I guess that depends on how long it takes for Toadius to catch Pickles.”

		“How long did it take last time?” Wembley asked.

		John dropped into one of the bean bags. “Years.”

		“That’s forever!” Wembley waved his hands in the air as if he were a dancing inflatable man outside of a car dealership.

		“It will be fine.”

		“Yeah, well, she better not have a lot of luggage. My mums have like twenty suitcases.” Wembley shook his head. “I mean, how many outfits do you need?”

		“Do you ever wonder why women’s pants don’t have pockets?” John mused.

		“No. Why?” Wembley said, then paused to contemplate the question. “Girls are a mystery. At least to me. Do you think she likes soda?”

		“I don’t think she’s any different from us.” John sighed. “I can’t believe we’re stuck here.”

		“Well, we might be stuck, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have fun.” Wembley wiggled his eyebrows. “How about an ice-cream sammie?”

		“A what?”

		“Don’t tell me you’ve never had an ice-cream sammie before?”

		“I’ve had ice cream,” John answered slowly.

		“Well, you haven’t lived until you’ve tried one of these.” Wembley practically fell over himself as he crossed the room to get to the freezer. A moment later, he came back with a small rectangle wrapped in white paper. “Here!”

		John peeled back the wrapping to reveal an ice cream bar. Two chocolate cake wafers with an ice-cream center.

		“An ice-cream sandwich?”

		“Nah, it’s an ice cream sammie. They’re the best. When you bite into one of these babies, all your fears drift away into the ice-cream abyss.”

		John took a hesitant bite. At first, it tasted just like any other ice cream he’d had, but then the chocolate mixed with the perfect proportion of vanilla. This was the best thing he’d eaten since Toadius had introduced him to blueberry pancakes.

		“Well?” Wembley prodded.

		“This is amazing.” John’s words were slurred because the sammie had stuck to the roof of his mouth.

		“See.” Wembley bit into his own sandwich. “See, there’s nothing to be afraid of—”

		BANG! BANG! The knock echoed through the room, startling both boys. Wembley screamed like a cat at a soccer game, instinctively throwing his ice-cream sammie at the noise. The half-frozen dessert hit the door with a splat, and the sandwich stuck for a second before slowly sliding down, leaving behind a bright white cream trail.

		“I think someone might be at the door?” he said walking cautiously toward it. “Let us never speak of this moment again.”

		John snickered as his friend cracked open the door. A figure covered in shadow loomed in the doorway. Wembley gulped.

		But the person who stepped into the bright lights of the cabin was neither a monster, a monkey, nor a moth. It was Kana Rai. Now that he was standing next to her, John could tell that she was taller than she appeared on stage. She had a good three or four inches on him. Her hair was no longer pulled back in a tight bun, but swinging over her broad shoulders. She’d changed into pajama bottoms with little rabbits and a matching T-shirt with an angry-looking rabbit and the words no bunny likes you in bubble letters.

		“Come on in,” John said.

		Kana hesitated in the doorway. “This is your room?”

		“Yeah, cool isn’t it?” he replied. “It might be the biggest on the ship.”

		“Of course it is,” Kana muttered under her breath.

		“What my best friend is trying to say is welcome to our cabin,” Wembley cut in. “Would you like an ice-cream sammie?”

		“I’m good.”

		The three kids stood in an awkward silence.

		“You know, my mums always say that it’s never too late to start over. I’m Wembley Danger Quokkas, and this is my best mate, John Boarhog.”

		Kana scowled. “I know who you are.”

		“And we know who you are. You’re Kana Rai,” Wembley said, grinning.

		“Wow, are you some sort of detective?” She pushed into the cabin and set her bag on the floor.

		“No.” Wembley frowned.

		Kana rolled her eyes “I know that. It’s called sarcasm.”

		“I’m a detective!” John spat out.

		Kana eyed him. “I don’t care.”

		“Here, let me!” John tried to take Kana’s bag.

		“I’ve got it.” She snatched the bag up.

		“I’m just trying to help.”

		“Look, dude. Read the room. I don’t like you. I don’t want to be your friend, and I don’t want to be in another one of your videos,” she snapped.

		John took a deep breath. “I’m really sorry about that. I didn’t know what I was doing.”

		Kana glared at him. “I’m sure.”

		“I’m telling you the truth,” John insisted. “I’d just met the Hive. I was trying to fit in.”

		“No, you were trying to get views.” She sniffled. “Which is fine. I get it. But next time, maybe don’t use people to do it.”

		“I wasn’t trying to get views.”

		“You know what?” Kana dropped her bag on the cot. “You can deny it all you want, but we both know what you did was mean, rude, and possibly dangerous. What if I was allergic to peppers? Did you think of that? No, of course not. Because people like you only think about themselves.”

		John felt like he’d been punched in the stomach.

		“He wasn’t trying to get likes,” Wembley said. “John isn’t on Buzz-Buzz. He doesn’t even own a phone.”

		Kana scoffed. “You don’t have a phone?

		“No.” John shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. “I want one, but Toadius doesn’t think I need it.”

		“You call your dad by his first name? You are very strange.”

		“Toadius? He isn’t my dad.”

		“Oh, really? You look so much alike,” she said with a small shrug. “I just assumed.”

		“I mean he will be soon enough.” John focused on his shoes. “Toadius signed the papers, but it takes a lot of time before everything’s official.” He was quiet for a moment, then stood up straighter and thrust his hand out to Kana. “Wembley is right. We got off to a terrible start. In the past couple of years, I haven’t been around a lot of kids my age—not since I got on the ship. Toadius wanted me to make new friends. The Hive were the first ones to be nice to me. I didn’t know their prank would hurt you or I wouldn’t have done it. I swear.”

		Kana’s expression softened. “What do you mean you didn’t know kids your age?”

		“Have you been living under a rock?” Wembley threw his arms into the air. “This is John Boarhog. You know, the John Boarhog?”

		She blinked up at Wembley and shook her head.

		“The boy who lived in the museum attic?”

		“It was actually just a crawl space above the bathroom,” John corrected.

		Kana shrugged. “Nope.”

		“The boy who stopped the theft of the Egypt’s Fire?”

		“It’s a ruby,” John explained.

		Wembley frowned. “Nothing?”

		“Sorry.” Kana shrugged. “I was too busy trying to stop my mouth from burning to run a background check.”

		“Yeah, well until about a month ago, I lived in the New York Museum of Natural History. After my mom died, I didn’t really have anywhere to go, and you don’t make a lot of friends living in the museum. At least, not ones your own age.”

		The expression on Kana Rai’s face was one John knew very well. To most people, she’d look a little sad, but John knew better. That was the look of someone who knew what it was like to have their mother stolen from them, and was having their heart break all over again.

		“I don’t have tons of friends, either,” Kana said quietly.

		In that moment, something changed between Kana and John. Sometimes, all it takes for you to connect with someone is to realize you have a shared pain. John and Kana might have been different as night and day, but at that moment, they both knew what they really longed for was a friend.

		“Well, you both can be my friends.” Wembley stood on his tiptoes to put his hand on each of their shoulders. “You guys are both very cool, and also very tall.”

		When Kana smiled, her eyes sparkled.

		“How about an ice-cream sammie to make our friendship official?” Wembley suggested.

		Kana frowned. “What’s an ice-cream sammie?”

		“What is wrong with you people? What kind of kid doesn’t know what an ice-cream sammie is?”

		“Apparently, you really like your ice cream.” Kana giggled.

		While Wembley zipped off to grab more frozen treats, John leaned in conspiratorially.

		“Don’t feel bad, I don’t speak Australian, either.”

		The kids sat around talking for at least an hour, surprised by all the things they found they had in common. Wembley taught them about ice-cream sammies—how to eat them, what to do if you got a sammie headache. He even showed them a dance he’d made up about how much he loved them. John explained everything they might need to know if they decided to try out living in a museum, including how to make the perfect hammock out of clothes. After that, Kana Rai taught them how to do a handstand, or in Wembley’s case, how to lie on your back and stare at the ceiling.

		John had never had friends like these before, but he could get used to this.

		Muffled sounds from the hallway distracted him from his thoughts. Someone was arguing outside their cabin. “Shhh,” he hissed, putting a finger to his lips. “Do you hear that?”

		As an expert ceiling dweller, John had honed the skill of hearing someone coming. He jumped to his feet and pressed his ear up to the door.

		“What are they saying?” Wembley whispered.

		“I can’t really tell. The door’s too thick.”

		“Here.” Kana handed John a glass she’d grabbed from the gift basket table. “Use this.”

		John held the glass against the door, then put his ear to it. As if the wood had magically disappeared, John could now clearly hear the conversation on the other side.

		“I know what the captain said, but I think our time would be better used finding a real stowaway, and not some lost pet.”

		“He ain’t some pet. He’s a monkey.”

		“What’s the difference?”

		“Well, when was the last time someone called your pet a criminal mastermind?”

		A third set of footsteps came speeding toward the pair.

		“There you are!” a woman said, sounding out of breath. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

		“The captain told us to find that monkey,” the second voice explained.

		“I know.” She panted for a moment. “That’s why I’m here. We found a clue. Footprints. Monkey-sized footprints.”

		“Where?”

		“Riviera deck.” She took a deep breath. “But that’s not the best part.”

		“Well, are you going to tell us or make us guess?” the first man demanded.

		By then, Wembley and Kana Rai had grabbed their own glasses and were crowded around John, ears pressed to the door.

		“The prints were sticky!” the female crew member said, unable to keep the excitement from her voice.

		“Sticky?” John looked at the other kids. They both shrugged, then focused again on the action on the other side of the wall.

		“The fleabag must’ve gotten into something,” the second man said.

		“Yeah,” the woman agreed. “Bananas. Monkeys love bananas, and they’re stored in a walk-in on the Riviera.”

		“Do you think that’s where the monkey’s hiding?” the first man asked.

		“Yep, we have the walk-in surrounded. Captain says all hands on deck!”

		“What are we waiting for, then?” the second man asked. “Who needs the S.O.S., anyway?”

		“Right?” The first guy laughed. “Give me a bowler hat!”

		Footsteps faded off into the distance, and John felt his heart sink. Not only was he not helping in the hunt for Pickles, but Shim-Sham was about to be apprehended without him, too. He let the hand holding the glass drop, and slowly walked over to the beanbag chairs, collapsing into one with a thud.

		Kana came and sat next to him. “I’m sorry you’re feeling sidelined,” she said gently. “But at least you’re sidelined with us.”

		“Yeah, mate.” Wembley was still by the door, but when he moved to join his new friends, his foot stuck to the ground. He yanked and yanked with no success.

		“What are you doing?” John asked.

		“I forgot to tell you the most important part of eating ice-cream sammies. Don’t let them melt because they get sticky!” Wembley laughed, and with a strong tug, he finally unstuck his shoe from the floor. Then he hurried to the sink, his right foot making a sound like someone opening Velcro while farting. Kana Rai giggled with every step. To make matters worse, every time his shoe made the sound, Wembley said, “Excuse me.” And though John was in a sour mood, the scene was too much for him. Soon, he was laughing right along with the others.

		There are two things the majority of kids in the world find funny. The first is the sound of someone farting. The second is when someone sucks on a balloon filled with helium and then tries to speak.

		Though Wembley hadn’t been breathing in helium, his voice was high-pitched, and that made everything he said in the moment sound even funnier. John’s sides hurt. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed so hard. And he was about to say as much when something strange caught his eye. Where Wembley had stepped there was a perfect shoeprint. A sticky shoeprint.

		“Hey, you left tracks across the floor,” John pointed out.

		“I’ll clean it up later,” Wembley said, waving off his friend.

		“No.” John leapt to his feet. “It’s wrong.”

		“It’s just a couple of tracks, mate. I don’t think it’s the worst mess I’ve made. To be honest, it isn’t the worst mess I’ve made today.”

		John shook his head. “No, I mean they have it wrong. Shim-Sham isn’t hiding in a walk-in on the Riviera deck.” He pointed to the footprint. “That crew member said they’d found sticky monkey prints.”

		Kana Rai screwed up her face. “Yeah, so?”

		“So…that means Shim-Sham must’ve stepped in something sticky. When we pranked you, I stepped in the shake and my foot was sticky. And Wembley stepped on the melted sammie just now, and his foot’s sticky.”

		“Okay. Right, mate. So we all stepped in sticky things.” Wembley shrugged.

		“No,” John pressed. “We all stepped in the same thing.”

		Kana Rai’s eye lit up. “Ice cream!”

		“And why would a monkey be stepping in ice cream?” Wembley asked.

		“Because that’s where he’s hiding.” John held out a hand to help Kana up. “Let’s consider the evidence. The crewmember said bananas are stored in a giant cooler on the Riviera deck, and they found sticky footprints around there.”

		“That makes sense. The Rivera deck is where all the best restaurants are.” Wembley rubbed his belly. “So, that’s probably why the food’s stored there.”

		“That’s where they’re looking now,” Kana added.

		“Yeah,” John continued. “But the ice-cream stand is on the Promenade.”

		Wembley’s eyes widened. “Monkeys like bananas, right?”

		“Yeah,” John and Kana said simultaneously.

		“And ice cream…”

		“Yes,” they both said.

		“Well, the biggest banana on this boat is the ice cream stand!” Wembley grabbed John’s shoulders and got nose to nose with the young detective. “Mate…we just broke open the case!”
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		CHAPTER ELEVEN

		The time John almost caught a monkey.

		Now, John knew he was doing the exact opposite of what Toadius had said, but Rule Number Thirty-Five was very clear: One must always follow the case until it is finished. No matter what the cost.

		John needed to catch Shim-Sham to show he was a good detective. He needed Toadius to stop viewing him as a child and start treating him as a partner. John knew what was at stake. He was prepared to do whatever it took to prove he was worthy of his S.O.S. badge.

		As moonlight hit the deck, three figures darted anxiously from shadow to shadow.

		“Are you sure we shouldn’t just go get the inspector?” Wembley played with the ends of his baby-blue scarf.

		“We don’t have time, and he’s busy trying to catch the Mauve Moth.” John peeked around the corner. “We can’t let Shim-Sham escape.”

		“I know, but we’re just kids.” Wembley took a big gulp of air. “And the adults said it was dangerous.”

		“I thought your name was Danger,” Kana Rai teased.

		“It’s my middle name. Do people ask you to be more ‘Rai’?”

		Kana didn’t miss a beat. “Rai means trust.”

		“My middle name is Randel.” John tried not to smile. “It means wolf’s shield.”

		“Great. So if we get into my middle name, you can Kana’s middle name that I’m going to use you as your middle name.”

		Kana titled her head as if she were a dog trying to pick out colors of paint. “You lost me on that one.”

		Wembley groaned. “If we get into danger, you can trust that I’m going to use you as a shield.”

		“But that doesn’t make any sense,” Kana said, laughing. “You aren’t a wolf.”

		“No, what doesn’t make sense is three kids sneaking around the ship after curfew to catch the world’s most infamous criminal mastermind.”

		“Shim-Sham isn’t the world’s most infamous criminal mastermind. Pickles is.” John signaled them to move, then shoulder-rolled and took cover in the shadows of a trash can across the aisle. Wembley tried to shoulder-roll, too, but he ended up just flopping onto the deck, continuing to flounder until he was out of sight.

		“I thought you said the Mauve Moth was,” replied Wembley, frowning. “This Pickles person isn’t on this ship, are they?”

		“Yes,” John said, moving to his next hiding spot.

		“Oh good.” Wembley slumped in relief. “Wait, did you say yes?”

		“Don’t worry. She won’t hurt me.”

		“The Mauve Moth is a woman? Now we have Pickles, Shim-Sham, and the Moth to look out for?”

		“They’re the same person,” John said, sighing.

		Wembley froze. “Shim-Sham’s the Mauve Moth?”

		“No, Pickles is the Mauve Moth,” Kana said pointedly. “I thought you were John’s biggest fan?”

		Wembley side-eyed Kana. “I thought you said you didn’t know who he was?”

		“I don’t…Didn’t…” Kana fumbled. “Maybe we should go back.”

		John was honestly starting to think that bringing the others along had been a terrible idea. “Pickles is the Moth, and she isn’t trying to kill me. I don’t think.” He spotted the banana stand, then surveyed his surroundings again, making sure he had a clear path before scurrying across the deck.

		“Well, that’s a relief.” Wembley flashed a shaky smile.

		“And if we get caught,” Kana said, giving Wembley a small nudge, “you can distract the adults with your fancy scarf.”

		“I’ll have you know, this scarf is my good-luck charm.” Wembley gently smoothed out the fabric. “My mums gave it to me when we went to Alaska.”

		Kana nodded. “I think it’s pretty.”

		“Thank you. I can get you one if you like.” His eyes lit up. “We could be twinsies!”

		John grabbed Wembley by his shirt and pulled him into the darkness. “Shh,” he hissed, covering his friend’s mouth. “I see something.”

		Sure enough, sitting on a branch of one of the metal trees near the banana stand was the silhouette of a monkey. At first, John thought it might be another Flour-sham decoy, but after a couple of seconds, the dark shape moved. It climbed to the topmost branch, ran to the end, and leapt, disappearing among the shadows of the banana stand.

		John motioned toward where to the monkey had been. “We were right. Shim-Sham’s inside the stand.”

		“Great,” Wembley whispered a little too loudly. “You stay here and keep an eye on him. I’ll go tell an adult.”

		Kana nodded. “That’s a good idea. We don’t know who’s around, and we don’t want to get caught before—”

		A bright light suddenly blinded the kids. “What are you three doing out after curfew!”

		John couldn’t see who was holding the flashlight, but he put his hands up in the air. “I’m sorry. We—”

		“Please.” Wembley fell to his knees. “We’re so sorry!”

		For the next five minutes, Wembley recounted the entire nights’ events. I won’t repeat the details, as you, dear reader, already know most of them, but imagine the last ten chapters of this account as if they’d been narrated by a slightly hysterical Australian eleven-year-old, add two choreographed dance sequences, a shadow-puppet show, and an impromptu song about the banana stand, and you’d be pretty close.

		“…so, then we decided we didn’t want to alarm anyone until we were sure, and I know we’ve been bad, but we’ll accept any punishment you see fit to lay out.” Wembley finally paused for a breath.

		“Well, that seems fair,” the voice said. “Your punishment is that you must WALK THE PLANK!”

		“What?” John’s face felt numb. “You can’t do that.”

		The figure in shadow cackled. “You said any punishment.”

		John lifted his fists. “Wembley, get behind me.”

		The Australian boy hurried back while Kana stepped up next to John, defiance flashing in her eyes. The shadowy figure stood there in silence, then without warning turned off the flashlight.

		John scowled, realizing he wasn’t facing down Captain Cloudhopper, Toadius, or any other adult. Dirk and the rest of the Hive were laughing so hard now, they could hardly get a word out.

		“You were so scared,” Oli jeered, trying to hold the camera steady.

		“We totes got you!” Claudia said, her eyes locked on her phone screen.

		“I’m sorry we freaked you out, but the looks on your faces…Man, it was epic!” Dirk turned and high-fived Emil.

		“Epic,” Emil repeated.

		“Ha, you’re hilarious,” John said. “Now be quiet. We don’t want to alert Shim-Sham that we’re here.”

		“Aren’t you going to introduce us to your friend?” Dirk asked, motioning to Kana with his chin like a suave bobble-head.

		“You know who I am,” Kana snapped. “You pranked me with your awful milkshake.”

		“Oh, sorry I didn’t recognize you. No hard feelings, right?” Dirk reached out his hand. “But, you have to admit, it was pretty epic.”

		“It was epic,” Kana said through her teeth. “Epically late to the game. I mean, Back Hall Boyz did that same prank last month, and I think they got over a million views. How did yours do?”

		Dirk’s face went red. He looked like he’d sucked on a bad lemon. “It’s not about the views,” he shot back.

		“It’s about engagement. It’s very complicated,” Oli added.

		Kana raised an eyebrow. “Is it? The Back Hall Boyz make it seem pretty simple.”

		“The Back Hall Boyz are posers!” Dirk sputtered, then took a deep breath.

		“Yeah, posers,” Emil echoed.

		“This conversation is the worst,” Claudia chimed in, her nose still buried in her phone. “Where are you guys going, anyway?”

		Wembley puffed out his chest. “We’re on a case!”

		“Yeah, and one of us still needs to go get the inspector,” Kana added.

		Dirk scoffed. “Why?”

		“What do you mean why?” Wembley asked, his arms flailing like a frog puppet who was set on fire. “Because we know where the criminal is hiding, and Inspector Toadius McGee is a detective!”

		“Yeah, but so is J-Money!” Dirk looked around. “Where’s the monkey hiding?”

		“Did you not listen to a word I said?” Wembley rolled his eyes. “In the banana stand, I literally just sang a song about it.”

		“Then let’s catch him.” Dirk signaled to the rest of the Hive, and Claudia started filming.

		“No,” Wembley said. “This is a bad idea.”

		“Come on. J-Money, here, is a detective. He caught the biggest bank robber in the world. He can catch a monkey.” Dirk cracked his knuckles, scanning the deck around them.

		“I’m not a detective,” John insisted. “Not yet. I have to finish my trials before I become a full member of the S.O.S. And she was a jewel thief.”

		“And he didn’t catch her,” Kana added pointedly.

		“Then this can be a warm-up for your trial,” said Dirk, putting his arm around John’s shoulders. “What is your trial?”

		John was silent for a moment. “I have to find a dog.”

		The members of the Hive doubled over, laughing. Emil got down on his hands and knees and started barking.

		Tears poured from Oli’s eyes. “Oh, no! Where’s my dog? I didn’t know that the S.O.S. were pet detectives.” Even Claudia smiled.

		Dirk’s eyes glinted in the dim light. “You’re telling me all you have to do to become a full member of the most popular crime fighting organization in the universe is find a dog?”

		“It’s more complicated than that.” John replied, clearly flustered.

		“You know what I say?” Dirk turned to address the camera.

		“No, what?” Emil asked from behind him.

		“I say, we prove them wrong. I say we catch that monkey—the same monkey who no adult has managed to nab—and we show them who the best detective on this ship really is.”

		“I don’t know, guys,” protested Wembley. “We’ve wasted a lot of time already. I think we should go get help.”

		“If you want to be a baby about it, fine,” Dirk mocked, “but I’m going to be a man and finish this.”

		“Wait!” John cried, shooting out an arm to block the Hive leader. “If we do this, we do it my way. Deal?”

		Dirk looked John up and down, then held out his hand. “Deal.”

		John grasped it, giving it a firm pump. “Good. Wembley’s right. We need to get Toadius. One of us should go.”

		“Send Wembley, then,” Oli said, disgust clear in their voice. “And hurry. It’s starting to rain.”

		A light drizzle had started, making the deck shimmer.

		“Oli!” Dirk snapped his fingers. “Go get John’s dad. Claudia, you’re on camera. Emil, find me a net or something to catch this fuzzy punk with.”

		“On it,” Oli said, running off as fast as their legs could carry them.

		“No problem.” Emil rushed to the pool area, looking for a net.

		“Whatever.” Claudia loosely held the camera up. “But make it fast. Rain’s the worst.”

		“Okay, J-Money,” Dirk said, turning to the detective-in-training. “What’s the plan?”

		“Yeah, J-Money,” Kana mimicked, crossing her arms. “What do you want us to do? And does it involve Dirk jumping over the rail?”

		John took a second to assess his surroundings. A NOFFO logo was neatly engraved into each of the Banana Split’s steel doors, which meant they were sealed up tight. The lock would be electronic and probably relied on operation by remote control, which meant they weren’t getting in. John thought what he would do if he were in the monkey’s position. Shim-Sham was small and clever, so he could fit through an air vent.

		And then John spotted it—a small hole in the side of the banana stand. Well, not so much a hole as a vent without its cover. The monkey didn’t disappear into the shadows; he’d slipped into the banana stand.

		As John formed a plan, Emil ran up clutching a bucket and a lid. “Will this work? To trap the monkey, I mean.”

		“It’ll have to do,” John said, grabbing the handle.

		“I also found this.” Emil held up a plastic knife someone must have forgotten to throw away earlier.

		“What am I supposed to do with that?” snapped Dirk with a scowl. “Make the fleabag a sandwich?”

		“Monkeys bite, bro!” Emil made a couple of slashing motions before Dirk grabbed the plastic utensil and hurled it down the deck.

		“That’s not a knife.” Wembley pulled out a small pocketknife from his cargo shorts. “This is a knife.”

		John took a step back. “Where did you get that?”

		“My mums gave it to me. It’s an adventure knife.” Wembley brandished it like a sword. “You know, because we’re on an adventure.”

		“Anyway, here’s the plan,” John began. “One of us needs to climb that tree and hold the bucket. The rest of us will bang loudly on those steel doors. The shack has a NOFFO anti-theft system, which means one of two things. Anyone who tries to break in will be gassed, so if we trip the alarm, the gas should knock out Shim-Sham, making him easy to catch.”

		“What if it doesn’t gas him? Or he’s wearing a monkey-sized gas mask?” Wembley shuddered.

		“I was just getting there. The other possibility is that we scare him and he runs. I know Shim-Sham. He’s brilliant, but not very brave, so it’s a safe bet he’ll try to escape. There’s only one way out, and it’s that vent. So if that happens, the person with the bucket needs to be ready to nab him when he tries to flee.”

		“Sounds like a solid plan. I only have one question.” Kana looked up at the tall metal tree. “Which one of us has to climb this tree?”

		“I could do it, but Shim-Sham knows my voice,” John explained. “I think it makes more sense for me to make noise down here to get him to run.”

		“Emil.” Dirk raised an eyebrow.

		“No way, bro. I’m like the loudest by far.” He pounded his chest. “You need me on the ground.”

		“Well, I have to be here for the fans.”

		The boys swiveled to face Claudia. She didn’t say anything—just raised her hand.

		“Are you volunteering?” Dirk asked, a little surprised.

		“What do you think?” she replied, her eyes never leaving her phone. “This plan is the worst.”

		“What about the strong girl?” Emil asked. “Don’t you, like, climb things for fun, or whatever?”

		Kana shrugged. “I could, but I don’t know if the branch could hold my weight.”

		“To be honest,” John said, “I don’t think it will hold any of our weight. You’d have to be pretty light to make it up there.”

		Dirk crossed his arms. “Too bad we sent Oli to get your dad. They’re tiny.”

		“I’ll do it,” Webley offered, his small voice trembling.

		“No.” John gave his friend a soft punch to the arm. “You don’t like heights. I can do it.”

		“Nah, mate. You said it yourself. Shim-Sham knows you, so if he hears your voice, he’ll run. He might just hide if it’s one of us. Plus, my mums are always saying I need to take a little more risk and put myself out there.”

		“And the knockout gas will get the monkey, anyway, so up there’s probably the safest place to be, right?” added Dirk.

		The rain was falling harder now. The small ping of drops against metal began to drown out their voices.

		Wembley nodded, steeling himself. “It’s going to start pouring, so it’s now or never.”

		“Okay, but be careful,” John said. “And if you feel like it’s not worth it, come down. Even if Shim-Sham escapes, there are only so many places he can hide on the ship. We’ll find him. Deal?”

		“No worries, mate. I’ve got my lucky scarf.” Wembley handed John his pocketknife. “Just in case a monkey tries to bite you.”

		“Come here,” Kana said, signaling to Wembley to step into her hands. With a quick jerk, she threw him up onto the first branch. Wembley turned out to be a pretty good climber—he scrambled up the tree in record time, and then positioned himself with the bucket.

		“Okay, on the count of three,” John said as the rain started falling in sheets.” One. Two—”

		Lightning split the sky, and the subsequent roar of thunder sent a wave of force through John, making his ears ring.

		“HELP!”

		John looked up to see Wembley hanging from the highest branch, holding on for dear life. One hand clutched the metal while the other clung to the bucket, which was quickly filling with rainwater.

		“Guys, we have to help him!” John called, turning around to gather his friends, but the Hive had vanished. He realized they must have scattered when the thunder struck. John met Kana’s gaze, only to see the worry in his own eyes reflected back at him.

		“Help!” Wembley cried again. “John, please.”

		“Hold on, buddy. I’m coming. Just hang on.” John nodded to Kana, and she bent down, putting her hands together. John ran at her, then, using her hands as a step, she launched him up to the second branch from the ground, where he landed with the grace of a wet cat but managed to hang on.

		He was scrambling to the next branch when another flash of lightning illuminated the deck. Grabbing higher, his feet slipped, and he barely caught himself. He looked up just in time to see a bucket bouncing off the tree’s limbs as it barreled toward him. With no other choice, he dove out of the way, hitting the deck—hard—before he rolled aside. In the next instant, the bucket slammed down just where he’d been, its contents sloshing everywhere.

		John got to his feet as another flash of lightning lit the sky. Wembley was gone. Where he’d been clutching the metal tree was now just an empty branch.

		“WEMBLEY!”

		John squinted against the rain, searching for his friend, but couldn’t spot him. Then something dreadful caught the young detective’s eye. Hanging from the railing of the ship was a blue scarf.

		“Wembley, no!” John rushed to the rail, peering over the edge, but it was too dark. In less than a second, Kana was at his side.

		“I think he fell overboard!” John leaned farther over the railing. “WEMBLEY!”

		“I’m over here!” The familiar voice wasn’t coming from below, but above.

		John spun around, nearly collapsing with relief as he spotted his friend dangling at least thirty feet in the air, his belt loop snagged on a branch.

		“Go get help! I’m stuck!”

		“Okay. Don’t move!” John hollered.

		Kana took up a position below the tree. “Don’t worry. I’ll catch him if he falls.”

		“I’ll be right back!” John called, before turning to find a member of the S.O.S. or the crew, though he had no idea where they might be.

		He’d taken three steps before he saw it and froze. Another lightning bolt shot down from the sky, this time hitting the ship. It had thankfully been at the back of the vessel, but then John saw where it had connected. The metal tree glowed a bright bluish green before quickly fading to its standard cold gray.

		And in that instant, John had a terrifying realization: The metal trees weren’t simply artistic sculptures adorning the luxury ship. They were artistic lightning rods—the ones Captain Cloudhopper had mentioned when he and Toadius had boarded. And his new best friend was currently suspended from one.
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		CHAPTER TWELVE

		The time John learned Rule Number Thirteen.

		“Kana!” John yelled over the roar of the storm.

		“Throw me!” He knew he had only moments to reach Wembley. He ran at his new friend and leapt into her arms. Kana tossed him twice as high. He clung to one of the branches, then began to climb. He could feel the tree’s cold, slick metal in his bones. His clothes were soaked through, and his shoes were already heavy from the steel inside the soles.

		“I’m coming, buddy!” John called, but the words were muffled by chattering of his teeth.

		Wembley gaped down at John. His voice shook as he demanded, “Why aren’t you getting help?”

		“We don’t have time!”

		CRACK! Another bolt of lightning struck a tree nearby. John guessed it had been on the Lido deck. He hoped Oli had reached Toadius, and his mentor wasn’t in the same predicament.

		“Never mind!” Wembley cried, seeing the nearby tree turn turquoise. “I’d like to come down now.”

		John knew he’d never make it to his friend at this pace. The only thing he could do was kick off his heavy shoes, which tumbled about fifteen feet to the deck. Peering down, he gulped. Once he reached Wembley and got his friend disentangled, they’d have to jump, and from the clang of his shoes, he knew they could both be seriously injured. Still, a broken leg was better than electrocution. They’d have to chance it.

		Finally nearing Wembley, John fumbled for the pocketknife.

		CRACK!

		His ears rang as lighting struck the closest tree, the eerie turquoise glow illuminating Wembley. Even though the rain ran down Wembley’s face, John could tell his friend was crying. “Hey, I’m going to cut you down,” he yelled.

		Wembley wriggled around. “Okay, what do I do?”

		“Grab onto me.” John took a deep breath. “Once I get you on this branch, we’ll have to climb down as fast as possible.”

		“We should jump. Kana can catch us.”

		“I think we need to climb down as far as we can first. We’re too high up.” John put the knife to Wembley’s belt loop. “You ready?”

		Wembley nodded. John took a quick breath, then swiped the blade against the fabric. Wembley dropped, landing on the branch next to John. The two boys teetered for a moment before finding their balance.

		Wembley clung tight to his friend. “John, mate, are you all right?

		The young detective didn’t answer. He was focused on his friend’s hair, which was standing on end. He felt the hair at the back of his neck tingling.

		An eerie violet light emanated from the branch below them. They’d run out of time.

		“Jump!” Before Wembley could protest, John grabbed him and leapt. The boys’ feet left the branch just as a giant bolt of lightning struck the top of the tree. A bright blue halo surrounded them as if they’d been caught inside a light bulb.

		Now, I will tell you that John didn’t die this night. In fact, he was barely injured. And sure enough, Kana did manage to catch him. They tumbled to the hard deck, rolling across the slick ground until they skidded to a stop against the ship’s railing. John’s vision was still blurry from the flash, and a high-pitched buzz filled his ears.

		When he rubbed his eyes again, a familiar and very worried face was floating above him, though it took another second to register the words being shouted at him.

		“John…John, can you hear me?” Toadius voice was muffled like he was underwater.

		John squinted up against the rain. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

		Toadius helped him roll to his side. “Easy. Easy does it.”

		John tried to take a deep breath, but choked as the cold of the deck and terror of the night finally caught up with him.

		And then he saw something even worse. Lying a few feet away was the lifeless body of his new best friend. Jacob was yelling to someone as he pressed down on Wembley’s chest. Kana, sobbing, clutched her ankle as the Mountain gently picked her up and carried her farther down the deck.

		A group of uniformed medical crew raced toward the still-motionless Wembley. The crowd of the concerned grew until John could no longer see his friend.

		The last thing he remembered before he drifted off was Toadius’s words echoing in his ears: “Don’t worry, John. I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.”
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		John awoke in a bed. His head was, again, wrapped in bandages, and if it weren’t for the slight ringing in his ears, he would have sworn he was back in Toadius’s flat. He half expected Pickles to walk in with a bowl of soup.

		“Welcome back,” Toadius said before taking a sip of tea.

		“Wembley?” John shot up.

		“Mr. Quokkas is recovering. As is Miss Kuma. Luckily for them, we arrived in time.”

		“Where are they?”

		“Mr. Quokkas is resting in the infirmary, and I assume Miss Kuma is with her father.”

		“Am I in trouble?” John asked, though he already knew the answer.

		“I would say you are in deep trouble.” Toadius continued to sip his tea. “But you will be happy to know Boxelder has delayed your trial, so you can start tomorrow instead of today.”

		“I have to go see Wembley.” John demanded.

		“Of course you do. Although, I’m afraid you won’t be able to do that just yet.”

		“Please, Toadius.”

		“It’s not up to me. The captain has summoned you as soon as you’re strong enough to stand.”

		“I can stand,” John insisted as he climbed out of his bed.

		Toadius handed the boy a pair of pants. “In that case, I suggest you put on some clothes.”

		“Are they going to light me on fire? Or feed me to an alligator?” John didn’t want to think about what weird punishment the captain had in store. “You know I’m sorry, right?”

		“I do.” Toadius frowned into a mirror above the cabin’s set of drawers. “I’m sorry, as well.”

		“What are you sorry about?”

		“I’m sorry that I didn’t teach you Rule Number Thirteen,” Toadius said, straightening his tie. “And it’s a quite important one.”

		“Will you teach it to me now?” John asked, his voice sounding small, even to his own ears.

		Toadius turned to face his ward. “It’s essential that you listen. This is perhaps among the most serious of the code. Rule Number Thirteen. The choices a detective makes affect everyone in the case.”

		John swallowed hard, then nodded.

		“You are not only responsible for yourself now, but you bear responsibility for those who follow you. You could have died. You could have killed your friends. Please be careful in your decisions. Life is a chess game, and you must weigh out all the moves before playing. Do you understand?”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“Now, we need to visit the captain, and after that, we will apologize to Wembley’s parents. It has been a very long night for them, and I warn you, they might not be very friendly. Though I assume they’ll be more friendly than Captain Cloudhopper.”

		John gulped. “And Kana’s dad?”

		“Well, I would not want to be on his bad side, but I’ve known Hiroto for many years, and I’m sure he understands.”

		“Toadius…what about Shim-Sham?”

		“Oh, you’ll be glad to hear that Shim-Sham has been apprehended, and is currently locked up in the brig.”

		“I’m glad you caught him,” John said, avoiding Toadius’s gaze.

		“I didn’t. Jacob did.” Toadius shrugged. “Well, he did get an excellent tip. Ice-cream tracks. Brilliant.”

		“And what about Pickles?”

		“You know, in all the excitement last night, I forgot we were even looking for her.” Toadius picked up his bowler hat and placed it on his head. “I suppose she’s won this time.”

		John flinched. “She wins every time.”

		“Well, then it’s lucky we’re alive to play another round. Although, as I recall, she was also superb at tennis….” With a sigh, Toadius picked up a rather heavy-looking bag. “Shall we?”

		“What’s that?”

		“Reference books, supplies, and everything you need for your case. Your trial begins tomorrow, and you’ll need resources. Don’t worry. I picked light reading. I know your eyes will need time to adjust. Also, your glasses were damaged in the fall, so you’ll have to do without while they’re being repaired.”

		“That’s okay,” John said as he reached to take the bag from Toadius.

		“I’ll carry it. You are in no shape to be dragging this around, and I don’t want you to drop the lot and bend the covers. Rule Number Fifteen, my boy. People who dog-ear books are not to be trusted.”

		“Thank you for not being mad at me.” John flashed a small smile.

		“Oh, I’m furious.” Toadius swung open the door. “And if the captain doesn’t murder you, you are most certainly grounded. Get it…? Because you were almost electrocuted.”

		John groaned.

		“See, you aren’t the only one capable of making jokes.” Toadius chuckled. “But seriously. You are in big trouble.”
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		CHAPTER THIRTEEN

		The time John learned the true meaning of Rule Number Thirty-Five.

		Everyone has heard my favorite aphorism, “You can’t judge a book by its cover.” I appreciate it—not because it’s true—though you did choose this book, and its cover is magnificent. No, I love the phrase because we often judge people by our first impressions of them. This, of course, can work both ways. You might think someone is not all that cool because they don’t have the newest cell phone, only to find out they are the youngest member of the S.O.S. Or you might think that a pretty actress is just the past love of your guardian, only to find out she is the world’s most infamous jewel thief. Or you may think that an evil monkey is intent on stealing all the bananas in the world, only to find out he has a degree in creative writing and has published several books about a girl in a hot air balloon who travels the world. My point is, you should never judge someone based on appearances alone, or you may regret your blunder.

		Alas, John Randel Boarhog had to learn this the hard way when he entered the cabin of Captain Amelia Cloudhopper.

		From the outside, Captain Cloudhopper seemed to be a brutal, no-nonsense leader with a heart of steel, but when John stepped into her room, he realized she was also a giant nerd obsessed with octopi. Her entire berth was decked out in adorable eight-legged cephalopods. The light switch, the chairs. Even her desk was carved into an octopus. She had an entire shelf of OctoPops!—octopus plastic action figures dressed as superheroes and fantasy characters. A large portrait of an octopus in a captain’s uniform hung proudly behind her, and a giant stuffed octopus with a red beard stood guard in the corner of the room.

		“Wow,” John said. “You sure like octopuses.”

		“Octopi. The plural is octopi,” the captain replied, not looking up from her desk, where she had a rather large book open in front of her. “Mr. Boarhog, I must say, I have never been more disappointed in one of my guests than I find myself with you. You have been on my ship for less than twenty-four hours, and in that time, you’ve assaulted a guest, destroyed a dinner party, and almost gotten one of my VIP’s children electrocuted.” She thumbed through the book, growing more agitated with every page turn. “You have broken so many rules, I don’t know if I should make you walk the plank or throw you in a life raft and send you back to the mainland. I could publicly flog you for insubordination, or perhaps have you repaint the Banana Split. I’ve read this book cover to cover, and I honestly can’t settle on an appropriate punishment.”

		“I could work it off,” John suggested. “I could scoop ice cream or clean tables.” Really, he was willing to do anything that didn’t involve him being killed. “I’m a hard work—”

		“Enough. You won’t be serving your time in the ice-cream shack. That would be like me having to feed the octopi for not shining my shoes in the morning. You’ve committed serious crimes.” The captain finally rose from her chair. “Why? Why can’t children just follow rules.”

		John scowled. He didn’t like being called a child. “I was following the rules.”

		The captain waved her book in his face. “Which rule?”

		“Rule Number Thirty-Five.” He swallowed hard.

		“The Rules of Conduct have no Rule Thirty-Five.” Cloudhopper considered for a moment. “Unless you’re referring to Section M.15-53D, Article M.35-5AG3, but I don’t see what this has to do with losing a pigeon in a thunderstorm.”

		“Not your rules.” John motioned to Toadius. “Our rules.”

		Toadius’s expressions shifted, and he looked a bit ill.

		“What is Rule Thirty-Five?” the captain demanded.

		“One must always follow the case until it is finished. No matter what the cost,” Toadius murmured. “I fear I’ve led my protégé astray.” He turned to John. “Rule Number Thirty-Five means that you can’t give up, even when it becomes difficult to carry on. It does not encourage recklessness. There are great costs to our actions, and it seems I was foolish to believe you understood the difference because of what happened to us on the Chrysler Building.” Toadius shook his head sadly. “I’m so sorry I failed you.”

		“You didn’t fail me. I’m the one who messed up. I was trying to prove I was good enough to be your partner, and I put myself and everyone on this ship in danger. I should have run straight to you, but I didn’t think we had time.” John wrapped his arms around Toadius. “I’m so sorry.”

		“Of course you are good enough to be my partner. More importantly, you are my family. I love having you by my side and watching you grow into a great detective. Still, you are twelve years old, and it is my sworn duty to make sure you make it to your thirteenth birthday.” Toadius hugged John even tighter.

		“Well, you aren’t doing a very good job then,” the captain sniped, interrupting the tender moment. “Despite that, I can also see why you did what you did. Shim-Sham cannot be trusted, and he is a danger to us all. That’s why he’ll be walking the plank at dawn.”

		“Wait, what?” John thought he must have heard her wrong. “Did you say walking the plank?”

		“Yes, walking the plank.” Captain Cloudhopper opened her book again. “It’s right here at the bottom of page eighty-six. Section D.3, Article A.D: A stowaway must walk the plank—”

		“No!” John turned his panicked eyes to Toadius. “You can’t! Toadius, tell her she can’t.”

		“I’m afraid I have no jurisdiction when it comes to the laws of this ship,” the inspector said. “We must follow the rules, even if we don’t agree with them.”

		John’s head was pounding, and he felt his nails digging sharply into his palms. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. If a law’s bad, we shouldn’t enforce it. Laws are made to protect people, not cause harm.”

		“Yes, but Shim-Sham isn’t a person.” The captain shut her book with a snap. “He is a monkey. A dirty little liar that lies. And his lies have finally caught up with him.”

		“Yeah, so?” John replied, scowling. “That doesn’t mean we should kill him.”

		Captain Cloudhopper sniffed. “The monkey made his bed, and now he will sleep in it.”

		“What does that even mean?” John demanded.

		“Tomorrow morning at dawn, the criminal known as Shim-Sham the Monkey will no longer be a threat to anyone on this ship or off it.”

		Toadius must have sensed that his ward was about to explode. “I do believe we’ve occupied enough of your time.” He waved John toward the door. “We’ll take our leave now.”

		But just before the gumshoes could make it out into the passageway, a sharp command from the captain brought them up short. “Stop! We haven’t found a suitable punishment for Mr. Boarhog.”

		“Maybe you should think on it, and we can reconvene after tomorrow morning’s activities?” Toadius suggested politely.

		“You mean tomorrow’s murder,” John said under his breath.

		Captain Cloudhopper considered the idea for a moment, then squinted at John and bit her lip as if she were trying to solve a difficult question on a TV trivia show. “Very well,” she finally said. “By tomorrow morning, I’ll have thought up the perfect punishment.”

		John rolled his eyes. “I can’t wait.”

		“Come along, John!” Toadius said, pushing the boy out the door.

		Once in the hallway, Toadius motioned for John to be quiet and follow him, but John wasn’t about to let the matter go. “You know what we have to do.”

		“Exactly.” Toadius glanced around, ensuring they had not been followed. “We can’t speak here. And I need you to do me a favor.”

		“What is it?” John whispered.

		Toadius leaned in so no one would hear them. “I need you to go to the infirmary. Take these books.” He thrust the canvas bag into John’s arms.

		“And what am I supposed to do when I get there?”

		“Read them, of course.” Toadius touched the side of his nose.

		“But what am I looking for?” John asked, excited that Toadius was finally willing to let him join the investigation.

		The inspector looked confused. “Why young Master Quokkas, of course.”

		“You want me to look for Wembley?”

		“Yes, as I already told you, he’s in the infirmary. Go read to him.”

		“Wait. This isn’t about saving Shim-Sham?”

		Toadius crossed his arms. “Saving him from what?”

		“From dying!”

		“Is he in some sort of danger?”

		John couldn’t believe his ears. “Are you kidding? He’s being marched to his death tomorrow morning.”

		“Oh yes. That.” Toadius glanced at his watch. “It really is too bad.”

		“Then you agree he shouldn’t be killed?”

		“Of course.”

		“Then shouldn’t we free him?”

		“No.” Toadius frowned. “I wonder if it’s too late to get a good cup of breakfast tea.”

		“Tea? How can you drink tea at a time like this?”

		“Yes, you’re quite right. It is well after lunch.” Toadius sighed. “I suppose I’ll have to undertake the interrogation without it.”

		“Toadius,” John snapped. “If you aren’t going to do something about Shim-Sham, I will.” Furious, he turned away, already racking his brain for where the brig might be on this enormous vessel when Toadius’s firm voice halted him in his tracks.

		“No. You will do exactly as I say. You will go to the infirmary and read to Mr. Quokkas. Under no circumstances will you interfere with the carrying out of Shim-Sham’s sentence. Do I make myself clear?”

		“But—”

		“No buts.” Toadius bent so he was eye to eye with his ward. “I need you to trust me. It is for the best.”

		Sure, Shim-Sham had set them up and he was as evil a monkey as ever could be, but John was certain this punishment wasn’t right, and he couldn’t understand why Toadius was okay with any of the captain’s plans. He let the bag of books drop to the floor. “It’s a bad law.”

		“It is a bad law, yes,” Toadius agreed. “But it is still the law.”

		“But you can’t let her do this.”

		“I’m afraid I can’t stop her, and neither can you. We aren’t in America, and this ship has its own set of rules to keep people in order. Shim-Sham willingly broke those rules and, therefore, he must face the appropriate consequences. It is difficult, I know, but that is how it is.”

		John wished he’d never set foot on this awful ship. Tears formed in his eyes. “What can we do, then?”

		“Sometimes, the only thing you can do is love,” Toadius said gently as he handed John his handkerchief. “There will be many times in your life when you feel like you have no control, so find something you can control, and do that with love.”

		“Like what?” John sniffled.

		“Like go spend time with a boy who can’t get out of his hospital bed.” Toadius picked up the bag of books and handed them back to the young detective. “Go be a good friend, and enjoy.”

		He didn’t like it, but John knew Toadius was right. There really wasn’t anything else he could do. “Thanks,” he said, putting the bag over his shoulder. “Where are you going?”

		“I am also going to help a friend.” Toadius tipped his hat. “But first, I need to speak with Shim-Sham. I need not remind you that Pickles is somewhere on this ship, and perhaps he can be of some help.”

		“I could go with you,” John offered hopefully.

		“I think it would be best if you stayed clear of the brig.” Toadius winked. “Tell Mr. Quokkas I hope he has a speedy recovery. And John, please be wary of pirates.”
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		CHAPTER FOURTEEN

		The time John needed a thief.

		You may already know that cruise ships are like little towns. They have everything from restaurants to post offices, including infirmaries, which is a fancy word for hospitals. They also have brigs, which is a less fancy word for jail cells. The big difference between little towns and cruise ships is that in the towns, the hospitals and jail cells aren’t housed in the same buildings. On many cruise ships, the brig and the infirmary are quite close, with a small hallway connecting them. This could cause much confusion for someone who misreads the signs. What a shock it would be to pay a visit to an injured friend, and instead find yourself face-to-face with your very healthy enemy.

		Under other circumstances, John would have of course read the signs, but as his glasses had been broken, he was unable to make out the directions. Thus, before he knew it, he was face-to-face with his old nemesis, fuzzy criminal mastermind Shim-Sham.

		At first, John didn’t even see the creature sitting in the corner of the cell. When he finally did, he barely recognized the maniacal monkey. Shim-Sham’s eyes, which usually glinted with some evil scheme, appeared weary and sad. Instead of standing proud, he’d curled into a little ball, entirely uninterested in the bananas that had been left for him. John may not have liked the monkey, but his tiny whimpers were too hard to ignore.

		Realizing Shim-Sham hadn’t spotted him yet, John tried to tiptoe backward so as not to cause a scene.

		“Eek, eek?” the pathetic voice called.

		“Hey, Shim-Sham. How’re you holding up?” John asked, though as he didn’t speak Monkey, he had no idea what the criminal had said.

		“Eek, eek.” The little monkey raised his arm, weakly waving John to go away.

		“He says he doesn’t want to see you,” a French-accented voice interjected.

		John spun around. Across from Shim-Sham was the maid he’d met earlier. She wasn’t a prisoner. She was just cleaning out the cell. “What are you doing?” he asked, surprised to see her.

		“I am doing my job.” She smiled. “Just because one is in jail, doesn’t mean they should have to live in filth.”

		“That’s true.” John thought back to the time he’d been locked up for a crime he hadn’t committed. “I’m sorry, but I never asked you your name.”

		“Mora. Mora Doaponi.” She batted her eyes. “And you are?”

		“John. John Boarhog.” He shook her hand.

		“Et vous?” Her voice was melodic and sweet. “What are you doing here?”

		“I came to visit my friend,” John replied, still unsure how he’d ended up in the cell.

		“Eek, eek,” Shim-Sham muttered.

		“Zut alors!” Mora placed her hand over her mouth. “Now, Monsieur Singe, you should be excited someone came to see you.”

		Shim-Sham stuck out his tongue. “Eek, eek!”

		“Well? Are you?” Mora asked, her eyebrow arched.

		John frowned. “Am I what?”

		“Are you here to gloat? Do you not speak Monkey?”

		“No, not many people do. And most of those who can are criminals….”

		“Well, that might be the case in America, but we are taught to speak Monkey in France at a very young age.”

		“I probably should learn it,” John admitted. “And I’m not here to gloat.”

		“Don’t tell that to me.” The maid closed the cell door. “I’m not the one who is caught in a cage. Not that you asked, but I for one, think the laws on this ship are cruel and unjust.”

		“I agree,” John replied, “but my mentor says we have to follow the laws of another country when we’re visiting.”

		“Your mentor is British, no?”

		“Yeah.”

		“Then maybe you should remind him that a wise man once said, ‘The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.’ ” She waved to Shim-Sham. “I will go now. Goodbye.” And with that, she slipped away, leaving the protégé detective and the deceitful primate alone.

		“I’m sorry, Shim-Sham,” John said. Instead of replying, the monkey growled and hurled a banana. John dodged just in time.

		“Eek, eek.” Shim-Sham caught John’s eye for a moment, then turned back toward the wall, curling again into a ball.

		John took that as his cue to leave. “Bye, Shim-Sham.”

		As he made his way down the hall, he could have sworn he heard the monkey crying.

		Back at the intersection, John continued on to the infirmary. Over the door was a giant illuminated red cross. Entering the ward was like walking into a portal. Where the brig had been gray and grimy, the clinic glowed white. The floors had been polished to a shine, and bright lights covered the ceiling, giving the space a cheery, healthful feel. Beyond a frosted glass counter sat a waiting room with two big snack machines and a wall-sized fish tank.

		Sitting at the counter was a man wearing bright white scrubs. “How can I help you?” he asked. His smile was almost as white as the floor. His brown hair was slicked to the side, though a curl hung over the center of his forehead in an S. John couldn’t help but think the man’s square jawline made him look like some superhero.

		“I’m here to visit my friend, Wembley Quokkas,” John replied, blinking. His eyes were still adjusting to the light.

		“Aww,” the nurse said. “Can I get your name?”

		“John Boarhog.”

		“Great, John. Here’s your badge. Please wear it at all times. Your friend is in room seven.”

		“Thank you,” John said, slipping the blue badge over his head.

		He was directed to a door with no handle. There was a buzz, and then it slid open. The inside of the infirmary appeared as clean and shiny as the lobby. It was a mirror image of the brig, only instead of jail cells lining the walls, there were hospital rooms, each numbered in a different color.

		Most of the doors had been shut, but John could catch glimpses of some of the patients. One was a man lying on his stomach, his back red as a lobster. A woman—John assumed it was his wife or girlfriend—was scolding him for not using suntan lotion. In another rested a small boy, his arm in a cast.

		“That’s why we don’t run near the pool,” a man said sharply as a doctor with a bright red beard wrapped the boy’s arm in a cast.

		“Totally worth it!” the boy replied with glee.

		John approached room seven and found the door slightly ajar. He was worried about what he’d see when he opened it. Taking a deep breath, he knocked, pushing the door wider when he heard a hearty, “Come in.”

		To his surprise, the space was crowded, and everyone inside was laughing. Wembley was propped up in a bed in the middle of the room. He had bandages wrapped around his head, and one of his arms was in a cast. He’d been telling a joke, but John only caught the punch line.

		“A firefly!” Wembley cackled. “Get it? A firefly.”

		Wembley’s moms sat on either side of him. The short blond one was wearing a zebra sweater, while the tall one was dressed in blue jeans and a T-shirt. They stopped laughing as John entered.

		“There he is.” The mom with the blue jeans frowned, crossing her arms.

		The zebra-sweatered mom raised an eyebrow. “What do you have to say for yourself, then?”

		“I…uh…I’m so sorry—” John began.

		“Do you know what you did to our son?” Blue Jeans Mom demanded.

		“I know—”

		“You got our son to climb a tree in a lightning storm,” Zebra Sweater Mom said, struggling to hold back her tears.

		“You have to believe me—” But before John could finish, the women had sprung from their chairs and grabbed ahold of him. John flinched, only realizing after a moment that they weren’t attacking him—they were hugging him.

		“We knew that if anyone could get our Danger to come out of his shell,” Zebra Sweater Mom continued, “it would be the ‘boy who caught the stone.’ ” She gave John another tight squeeze.

		“Good on you!” Blue Jeans Mom added. “I mean, what you did was very dangerous, and you should never do it again. But, crikey, what a story!”

		“Mums, let him go. You’re going to suffocate him.”

		“I’m sorry, love,” Zebra Sweater Mom said, releasing John. “I bet you boys want to catch up. How about we go get you both some ice cream?”

		“I think I’m off ice cream for a while,” Wembley replied, looking a bit green.

		“Not even a sammie?” his other mom asked.

		Wembley shook his head. “Maybe just a fizzy drink?”

		“All right, my little hero.” Blue Jeans Mom beamed down at her son. “And what about you, John?”

		“That would be great, thanks,” he replied before settling down next to his friend. “I’m sorry,” he said once the moms were gone.

		Wembley’s left arm was in a blue cast. Large purple bruises had formed across his face, and a cut about his right eyebrow had been closed with five stitches.

		Wembley wriggled to sit up a little more. “Did we get him?”

		“Shim-Sham? Yeah, they got him.”

		“Oh, good.” Wembley sighed in relief. “I heard the nurse talking earlier. Apparently, the entire security staff surrounded the walk-in, and when they finally busted the door open, they just found a wombat stuffie.”

		“Oh, here,” John said, reaching into his pocket. “I brought you back your knife.”

		John tried to hand the knife to Wembley, but the boy refused. “Why don’t you keep it safe for me? These hospital gowns don’t have any pockets. Weird huh?”

		“They must have been designed for ladies.” John put the knife back in his pocket.

		John leaned over to help his friend fluff a pillow so he could be more comfortable. “When I was passing the Build-a-Bat, I heard one of the employees tell a lady that the wombats were stuffed animals, not costumes. Shim-Sham could’ve dressed up in one of the unstuffed wombats, and everyone would’ve thought he was a toy.”

		“You have to admit, that is one smart monkey.” Wembley pointed at a marker on a desk next to his bed. “Can you do me a favor, mate?”

		“Sure. Anything.”

		“Would you sign my cast?” Wembley held out his arm.

		“You bet,” John said as he scrawled his name. “For the record, I’m glad you didn’t die.”

		“Me too. That would have been a real bummer. How’s Kana and the others?”

		“I haven’t talked to anyone. The Hive disappeared as soon as the storm hit, and Kana’s dad took her away last night.” John toyed with the edge of the sheet. “I hope she’s okay.”

		“She’s annoyed.” Kana wobbled up to the boys on crutches, her foot wrapped in a white bandage.

		“Oh, no.” John jumped up, moving so she could have the seat. “You got hurt, too?”

		“It’s just a sprain,” she said, dropping into the chair. “I’ll be good as new in a couple of days. You don’t perform in a dangerous act without a few minor injuries every once in a while.”

		John hunched forward. “Your dad must hate me.”

		“No, but you might want to stay clear of him until I’m back on my feet.” She winked, and then flashed him a smile.

		“Yeah, probably a good idea. I don’t want to be thrown overboard.”

		“He would never hurt you,” Kana said. “But I wouldn’t put it past him to make you fill in for me.”

		“Would I have to wear the outfit, too?” John replied, some of the tension draining from his shoulders.

		Wembley snorted. “I would pay so much money to see that!”

		“Just make sure you wash it after,” Kana Rai added, wrinkling her nose.

		Wembley reached out to touch Kana’s hand. “As soon as I get out of this bed, we should finish our case.” He reached under his pillow and pulled out a book.

		“Our case?” John asked.

		“Um, yeah. You have to find that dog. And by rules of the S.O.S., you can’t get any help from an active member.” Wembley held up a copy of the S.O.S. bylaws. “Luckily, Kana and I aren’t members.”

		“Where did you get that?” John asked.

		“Mr. Gatsby left it here this morning. He stopped into the infirmary to pick up allergy medicine, and must have forgotten it in the loo.”

		“So you stole his book?” Kana raised an eyebrow.

		“No, I borrowed it,” Wembley countered, avoiding her eyes. “He’ll come back, and I’ll hand it over. Look, I don’t have a lot of reading material here.”

		“I do!” John said eagerly, remembering the bag. “Toadius gave me these.”

		Wembley perked up. “Well, don’t hold out on us, mate. What do you have?”

		John searched through the books, pulling them out one by one. “Okay, let’s see. The Single Most Important Book About Modern Crime Solving.”

		“What’s that?” Wembley asked.

		“The single most important book about modern crime solving.” John handed the book to Wembley.

		“Oh, that’s the title.” Wembley nodded. “Straight to the point. I like it.”

		“Next, we have Maltese and Me: A Guide to Raising a Champion by Madam Betsy Dorset-Horne. That’s interesting.”

		“Give that over here. I love dogs,” Kana said, snatching the book from John’s hands and flipping through the pages. “Oh, this is interesting. Falcon’s favorite smell is cedarwood. All we have to do is get a couple of cedar-scented car fresheners and wear them, and Falcon should come to us.”

		“Yeah…,” Wembley said, gently sliding the book away from Kana. “Maybe you should leave the research to me.”

		Kana shot Wembley a glare.

		“The Ship’s Rules of Conduct,” John said, pulling out another volume. On the cover was a sticky note with the words rule number twenty-eight.

		“What’s Rule Number Twenty-Eight?” Kana asked.

		“You can win any game if you know the rules. I’m guessing Toadius gave this to us so we can figure out what to do without getting arrested.”

		Wembley leaned forward to catch a glimpse into John’s bag. “What else is in there?”

		“Um, here’s one on butterflies and moths,” John said pulling out a familiar book.

		“I love flutterbies!” Wembley squeaked. “Let me see.”

		“Have at it.” John smiled. He was glad his new friends liked books as much as he did. He shuffled through the bag some more, but stopped when he saw a familiar file—his mother’s dossier. He shoved it back inside quickly. “Well, I think that’s about it. The rest is just maps and blueprints and passenger lists.”

		Wembley placed his hand on top of John’s. “Okay, mate. You two go back to our cabin and set up a command center. Ask one of the crew members. I’m sure they can get us some string and thumb tacks. We’ll need everything ready so Kana and I can help you solve this case.”

		“You need to relax,” replied John, trying to calm his friend. “We have plenty of time. You get some sleep.”

		“Fine, but leave the books.” Wembley yawned. “It’s so boring here.”

		“Okay, then we’ll let you get some rest.” John stood up.

		“One more thing.” Wembley turned to Kana. “Will you sign my cast?”

		“Yes,” she said, uncapping the marker and writing her name along with a drawing of a lightning bolt. “But now, get some sleep.”

		“Can we start first thing tomorrow?” Wembley asked, his eyelids drooping.

		“Yeah, first thing tomorrow,” Kana replied.

		John’s stomach dropped. First thing tomorrow, Shim-Sham was sentenced to be executed. He didn’t want to think about tomorrow.

		Kana frowned when she saw John’s face, but she didn’t say anything, and the pair left their injured friend to rest.

		John was glad Wembley was safe, but his stomach lurched when he thought of what lay in wait for Shim-Sham. Why do I feel like I made one friend only to lose another? Well, maybe they weren’t actually friends, but he’d experienced enough loss to fill a lifetime.

		Kana hobbled beside him as they exited the infirmary, then continued down the long hallway and walked back to the deck. At the rail, John paused to take in the view.

		Kana hopped over to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “Wembley’s going to be okay, you know.”

		“Who?”

		“Wembley,” she said softly. “And Falcon and Toadius. And you.”

		“They’re going to kill Shim-Sham,” John blurted out.

		“What? Why?” Kana’s eyes went wide. “Doesn’t he get a trial?”

		“No.” Tears were rolling down John’s face and he was too upset to even brush them away. “The captain said that he doesn’t need one since he’s a monkey. She’s going to make him walk the plank tomorrow morning.”

		Kana rubbed angrily at her eyes. “We have to stop her. Everyone deserves a trial.”

		“We can’t. Not even the S.O.S. can help him now.”

		“My dad always says it always ends good, and if it’s not good—”

		“Then it’s not the end.” John’s eyes went wide. “Now I know where I’ve seen your dad before.”

		Kana squinted at him. “What are you talking about?”

		“Your dad knew my mom. It makes perfect sense. They were in the circus together.” Before Kana could say anything else, John reached into the bag and pulled out the file on his mother, flipping through it until he found the picture of the circus performers. Sure enough, the mountain of a man balancing Sarah Boarhog was none other than Hiroto Kuma.

		“That’s my dad,” Kana said, stabbing at the photo.

		“And that’s my mom.”

		“Wait, your mom was Cerise Viceroy?”

		John’s whole body went numb, Kana must have noticed. She instinctively grabbed for him before he fell over. “You knew my mom?”

		“No, but there isn’t a hand balancer in the world who hasn’t studied her technique. She’s a legend.”

		John felt the corners of his mouth turn up. “I didn’t know that.”

		“You didn’t know your mom was one of the world’s greatest circus acrobats?”

		“She was also a thief,” John admitted. “They all were.”

		“Not anymore,” Kana protested. “Dad turned over a new leaf before I was born.”

		“I believe you.” John’s eyes flashed mischievously. “But you know who didn’t turn over a new leaf?” He pointed to another figure in the picture—a young magician with a crooked nose and funny mustache. “The S.O.S. can’t help us save Shim-Sham, but we don’t need a detective. We need a thief.”
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		CHAPTER FIFTEEN

		The time John became a criminal.

		Years ago, I learned that if the Great Goatinee doesn’t want to be found, it is near impossible to do so. Many historians, detectives, and late-night-comedy-show hosts have theorized over the years as to where he disappears. Some believe he can teleport to other dimensions. Others are sure his hat has magical properties and is much bigger on the inside. But I can tell you with all certainty that Kamin Goatine is neither an interdimensional traveler nor does his hat possess powers akin to a much-discussed British phone booth.

		The truth is much simpler. If you ever needed to find the Great Goatinee, all you have to do is seek a place where no one else would ever wish to be spotted, somewhere that serves exceptionally bad Earl Grey tea, or where one goes to get their hair done.

		Luckily for John, the Sip ’n’ Snip is unquestionably the ship’s worst place to visit. The hair salon only serves tea manufactured in Des Moines, Iowa, only offers a choice between a side ponytail and faux-hawk, and plays llamas yodeling on loop.

		Unfortunately, it would have been useful had John known the secret to his uncle’s disappearances, or he wouldn’t have wasted almost a full day searching the ship before stumbling upon the ex-con-turned-embarrassed-stage-magician.

		“I’ve been looking for you all over the place,” John scolded.

		“Why? Who would want to see me?” Goatinee’s head was wrapped in a towel. A woman in a smock was carefully painting his toes.

		Kana frowned. “We need your help.”

		“What do you want? For me to embarrass you even further? Go ask Abra K. Dabra,” Goatinee snapped, sticking his nose into the air. “He’s a real master magician.”

		“We don’t need a master magician.” John leaned in. “We need a master thief.”

		Goatinee’s scowl curled into a gleaming smile. His eyes brightened, and even his skin seemed to flush with color. “Ginger, leave us,” Goatinee said, waving the technician away. She rose without a word. “Seriously, Ginger is the best. Look at my pedi.” The magician wiggled his toes to show off the perfectly applied firetruck-red polish.

		“Nice,” Kana replied, nodding her approval.

		Goatinee motioned to her ankle. “What happened?”

		“I hurt it when John fell on me.”

		“Amateur,” Goatinee said, scoffing. “You are supposed to fall for girls, not on them.”

		John rolled his eyes. “I found Shim-Sham. We were trying to catch him.”

		“Well, that was bound to happen. I told him not to hide in the banana stand, but you know that monkey never listens.”

		“You knew where he was hiding this whole time?”

		“Of course I did,” Goatinee said matter-of-factly.

		“Why didn’t you turn him in?” Kana asked. “He’s a criminal.”

		“Yeah, and? So am I.”

		John considered this for a moment, shrugged, then looked around to make sure no one else was listening in. “Do you think you could maybe help him escape again?”

		“From the brig?” Goatinee asked. “No, he is better off there. Once we get to Brazil, I am sure he has arranged some sort of extraction.”

		“He isn’t going to make it to Brazil,” John pleaded. “They’re forcing him walk the plank in the morning.”

		“Oh, I see.” Goatinee took a deep breath. “Well, I cannot help him escape—”

		“But!”

		“Do not interrupt me. That is very rude. You are a lot of things, John Boarhog, but rude should not be one of them.”

		“Sorry, Uncle Kamin.”

		“Now, as I was saying. I cannot help Shim-Sham escape…” Goatinee paused to make sure he wasn’t going to get interrupted again. “…because it is too obvious. You could do it, though.”

		John leaned in. “How?”

		Kana grabbed a pencil and a piece of paper off the front desk.

		“No, no. You can’t write this down,” Goatinee barked, snatching the paper out of her hand. “You must remember Criminal Rule Number Two of being a great thief: No paper trail.”

		“The Mauve Moth leaves a note at every crime scene,” John argued.

		“That is not a paper trail. That is a taunt…. You know, maybe Shim-Sham is better off walking the plank.”

		“Are you going to tell us or not?” Kana asked, glaring.

		“All right, then. I shall—What’s the word for when you give knowledge to a person of lesser intelligence in the hopes that they become smarter?”

		“Teach?” Kana suggested.

		“No, that is not it,” Goatinee replied, shaking his head. “So here is what you are going to need: First, a crew. You and hop-along here are not going to be able to pull off a crime of this level alone. You will need at least three or four others. Second, you need a disguise for Shim-Sham. When he gets out of the brig, you will have to hide him, and there aren’t many good hiding places on this ship. Third, and most importantly, you will need an access card. The jail is guarded with the NOFFO 500. That system was made before they started using remotes. The only way to bypass it at night is with a key card. And finally, you will need to dress up as a crew member, so you are going to have to steal some uniforms.”

		“Okay, so: crew, disguise for Shim-Sham, key card, and ship uniforms,” John repeated back. “That all sounds doable.”

		“Oh, and I forgot,” Goatinee said, reaching into his pocket and handing John a pack of gum and a rock. “You’ll also need these.”

		Kana frowned. “You just carry around gum and rocks in your pocket?”

		“So you carry around a bunch of rocks in your head, and I don’t say anything to you.” Goatinee turned to John. “She’s nice. I like her.”

		“Thanks. I owe you big time.” John wrapped his arms around his uncle.

		“Yes, yes. I am the best,” Goatinee said, rolling his eyes as he pushed the boy away. “Tell Shim-Sham I am only helping him so he can pay me the money he owes me.”

		John and Kana left the Sip ’n’ Snip filled with new determination. John felt the way he had the night he’d unmasked the Mauve Moth.

		He took a deep lungful of the fresh air on the ship’s deck. It was nice to be able to breathe again.

		He startled as Kana scurried past as if her crutches were on fire.

		“Where are you going?” he asked as he caught up with her.

		“To get us some uniforms. You find us a crew, and meet me back at your cabin in an hour.”

		“Okay. Be safe.” John called, waving at his friend.

		“John,” Kana yelled over her shoulder.

		“Yes?” John turned around.

		“You are a good egg.” She smiled.

		John never thought of eggs being good or evil, but for some reason when Kana said it, he felt warm inside.

		John made his way to the Promenade deck. He knew exactly who he was going to ask to help, and he was sure they’d be wherever unsuspecting marks gathered.

		“That is so epic!” Dirk’s voice rang out from the far end of the deck. Oli was walking slowly backward, and then they sped up the move to show off their dance skills.

		Dirk glanced up from the screen, saw John, and stopped filming. “Hey, J-Money!” he called. “We’ve been looking all over for you.”

		“Yeah, like all over for you,” Emil echoed.

		Dirk leaned in to give John a half-hug. “Man, last night was epic!”

		“Totally epic!” Emil added.

		“Where did you go last night?” John asked. He was glad to see none of the Hive had been hurt, but was a little annoyed they hadn’t stuck around to help Wembley.

		“Sorry, man. The rain could’ve ruined our phones, so we had to jet.” Dirk slapped John on the back. “We thought you were right behind us. When I saw you weren’t, I assumed you and Danger went back to your place. Oli told us he got hurt, though.”

		“Yeah,” John said. “Thankfully, he’s going to be all right.”

		“We should do a ‘get better’ video,” Dirk suggested. “When one of the Hive goes down, we all go down.”

		“I was hoping you might want to help me with something.”

		“Sure thing, J-Money.” Dirk waved over the rest of the Hive. “Huddle up.”

		“Okay, and you can say no.” John took a deep breath. “They caught Shim-Sham last night.”

		Dirk frowned. “We heard. That’s harsh, man.” He shook his head.

		“Yeah, harsh, man,” Emil repeated.

		“That poor monkey,” Oli said.

		Claudia tapped something into her phone. “Animal cruelty is the worst.”

		“They aren’t even giving him a trial,” John added.

		“That is so bogus. So,” Dirk continued, eyes gleaming, “do you want us to make Hashtag Free Shim-Sham go viral?”

		John sighed. “I don’t think we have the time.”

		“Wait.” Dirk hopped from foot to foot, barely able to contain his excitement. “Are you suggesting a prison break?”

		“I know it’s asking a lot.” John started running through the long speech he’d been preparing to convince them as he’d hurried around the ship.

		“Okay, I’m in,” Dirk said without hesitation.

		Emil flexed his muscles. “Yeah. I’m in, too.”

		Oli nodded. “We all are.”

		“Whatever.” Claudia held up her phone, checking to see if she had anything in her teeth.

		“That’s Claudia for she’s in.” Dirk explained.

		“Great. For this to work, we need a couple of things.” John glanced around the circle. “First, we need a disguise for Shim-Sham. I was thinking maybe one of those wombats from Build-a-Bat? We just need one that isn’t stuffed.”

		“I’ll do that.” Oli offered, raising their hand. “Those things are so adorbs.”

		“They’re also super expensive,” Dirk added.

		Oli grinned as they held up their wrist band. “No prob. Daddy said I could use his black card on whatever I wanted.”

		“Okay, thanks.” John mentally checked that item off his list.

		“What else?” Dirk asked.

		“This part’s harder. We need an employee key card so we can bypass security.”

		“I can do that.” Emil volunteered. “Can it be anyone’s card or does it need to be someone special?”

		John thought for a moment. “I think it’ll probably have to be someone special.”

		“Maybe someone in security?” Dirk suggested.

		“Yeah, or someone with access to the entire ship,” John said.

		“Like a maid, or whatever?” Claudia interjected. “What? I was listening. It’s called multitasking.”

		“Claudia’s right,” John said. “A maid would have a key card. I saw Mora cleaning the brig this morning.”

		“Mora?” Emil shrugged. “You mean that French chick?”

		“One problem. There aren’t any key cards.” John motioned again to his wrist. “We need to get her bracelet.”

		“Maybe it would be easier if we asked her to borrow it?” Oli added.

		John slumped with a mighty sigh. “No one is just going to let us borrow their all-access band to help a criminal escape.”

		Dirk motioned to Emil and then to himself. “Leave that to us. I’m a celebrity, and no one says no to a celebrity.”

		“If you’re sure. We’re going to meet back at my cabin in an hour.” John smiled. “Thanks for helping us.”

		“No worries, J-Money. We got you.” Dirk popped his collar. “Okay, let’s go Mauve Moth this ship.”

		Dirk and Emil raced off, Oli headed to the Build-a-Bat, and John was left standing silently with Claudia.

		“So, like, I have a question,” Claudia said, though she didn’t look up from her phone.

		John glanced around. “Are you talking to me?”

		“Yeah. I know it’s weird,” Claudia replied, “but, like, if we sneak the monkey out of the cell, won’t everyone just go looking for him? Like, maybe we should get, like, a dog or something to replace him with. Then, like, the guards won’t think he’s gone until the morning, or whatever.”

		“That’s very smart,” John admitted.

		Claudia rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I know. I said it.”

		“I have an idea. I’ll see you in an hour.”

		“Whatever.” Claudia was once again lost in what was happening on her phone.

		John hurried down a hallway that ran the length of the ship. He turned a corner, not paying attention to where he was going, and walked straight into a heated argument between Jacob Gatsby and Abra K. Dabra.

		Abra peered down his long nose over bright purple sunglasses. “I warn you, Detective. I do not take these things lightly. That man is a menace, and I, for one, will not allow him to spoil the grand history of magic.”

		“My good man, I assure you that we are closely watching all of the—” It was then that Jacob noticed John standing there. “Initiate Boarhog, is there something you needed?”

		“Um, no.” John fumbled.

		Abra swept into a deep, if impatient, bow. “I will take my leave.” And with that, he hurried away down the hall.

		“Entertainers are the scum of the earth,” Gatsby said. “You should never trust anything that comes out of their mouths.” He wiped his face with his handkerchief, and then sneezed into it. “Sorry. My allergies.”

		“Oh, Wembley said you visited the infirmary this morning. You left your S.O.S. code book in the restroom. He has it if you’re looking for it.”

		“Did I? I wouldn’t want to give you an advantage on your first case.” Gatsby winked.

		“You meant to leave it for me?”

		Gatsby winked, again. “I would never break the rules, but I believe every member should know the correct procedure for solving crimes.”

		“Toadius has been teaching me the rules.”

		“No, he’s been teaching you Gavin’s rules.” Jacob sneered. “Has he taught you Rule Number Nine yet?”

		“No.” John crossed his arms. “What’s Rule Number Nine?”

		“If it sounds too good to be true, then it probably is.” Jacob rubbed the top of John’s head. “Once a criminal, always a criminal. Word to the wise, Boarhog. McGee isn’t the shining star you think he is.”

		“Toadius is the greatest detective who ever lived.”

		Gatsby chuckled. “If that were true, he wouldn’t need you.”

		“What’s that supposed to mean?”

		“Look, kid. You’ve got moxie. This ship is the perfect place for your first case—a controlled location, easily accessible suspects, and you have all the resources you could need at your fingertips. But believe me when I say in the real world, you have to take care of Number One, and if you believe McGee wouldn’t do whatever it took to come out on top, you aren’t as smart as everyone thinks.”

		John felt every muscle in his body go tight. “Toadius loves me, and he wouldn’t do anything to hurt me.”

		“Polly once said those exact words to me and look at her now.” Gatsby continued down the hall, but looked back over his shoulder at John. “Like I said, kid, Rule Number Nine.”
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		CHAPTER SIXTEEN

		The time John stole a monkey.

		On the way back to his cabin, John couldn’t help wondering if Gatsby was simply jealous of Toadius or if the rival detective had been trying to warn him. It was true that the inspector could be reckless, but he was also a great man.

		Polly had chosen to become a thief. John had tried to convince her to become a part of their family, instead. But that’s the trouble with caring about other people—you can love them, but you can’t force them to behave the way you think is best for them. If they don’t want help, there’s not much you can do.

		Maybe if Shim-Sham believed he had friends who loved and supported him, he wouldn’t have become a villain. No one is born completely evil, after all. But, John decided, none of that really mattered. Villain or not, he wasn’t going to let Shim-Sham be forced to walk the plank.

		He was startled from his thoughts by a knock at the door. Oli and Claudia entered with half a dozen bags all stamped with the Build-a-Bat logo.

		“Wow. Did you buy the whole store?”

		“No.” Oli giggled. “Claudia said that we should get the monkey crook tons of outfits.”

		“Just because you are, like, running from the law, doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have options.” Claudia took in the room, clearly not impressed. “Besides, Oli’s dad’s paying for it.”

		“Yeah, you’re right.” Oli sat down on a beanbag chair. “Cool, chair.”

		Claudia rolled her eyes. “Ugh! Beanbag chairs are the worst.” Oli quickly slid from the beanbag to the floor.

		John glanced over at the clock. “Well, you did great, Oli.”

		“Where is everyone else?” They sounded concerned.

		“I’m sure they’ll be here any minute,” John said, more to convince himself than the others.

		They sat in silence until another knock sounded at the door. Kana stood in the threshold wearing a backpack about the size of Oli. “I got six uniforms.”

		John took the bag from her but had to drop it to the ground and shove it inside the room. Kana wobbled over to the chair Oli had been sitting in moments before. “Do you mind?”

		“What? No. Beanbag chairs are the worst.” Oli glanced over at Claudia for approval.

		“I like them,” Kana said, carefully lowering herself onto the fabric.

		Before anyone could argue, a loud pounding rang through the cabin. John swung open the door to find Emil and Dirk waiting. “Did you get it?” he asked as the boys entered.

		“Sort of,” Dirk said glancing around. “For a smaller cabin, this one’s pretty cool.”

		John frowned. “What do you mean sort of?”

		“Well, we have good news and bad news.” Emil flopped down onto the other beanbag. “Good news, we got the wristband.”

		“Bad news, we had to tell that maid our plan,” Dirk explained as Mora swept into the room.

		The blood drained from John’s face. “Are you here to stop us?”

		“Non, petit voleur. I am going to help you. But first, let’s talk about this plot of yours.”

		Mora, as it turned out, was meant to be a criminal mastermind. She explained the flaws in Goatinee’s plan—mainly, How were they going to get Shim-Sham out of the brig without security cameras catching them? She offered to sneak two people into the cells via her cleaning cart while the others acted as lookouts, though they’d still need someone to create a distraction.

		“I can be the distraction,” volunteered Kana. “I’ll say my foot hurts, so the desk guards will come to help me.”

		Claudia sort of motioned to Kana. “I’ll, like, be her backup. Look at me. I’m too pretty to go unnoticed.”

		“Okay,” Dirk interjected. “Oli and Emil, why don’t you be the lookouts. If anything goes wrong, you can text us.”

		“Yes, sir!” replied Oli with a salute.

		John turned to the leader of the Hive. “That means you and I have the hard part.

		Dirk grinned. “Let’s go be the bad guys!”

		The pair climbed into Mora’s cart, which was barely big enough to fit them both. Mora pushed the cart down the hallway, passing a couple of crew members. A curtain hung down, shielding the two boys. A small gap gave John a semi-obstructed view of the hallways as they rolled by, though he couldn’t see well enough to identify anyone.

		“Psst,” Dirk whispered. “Should I film this?”

		“What? No. We don’t want any evidence that we were involved in a prison break.”

		“Yeah, no. You’re right. But man, this would get so many views.”

		“Sometimes it’s not about the views. It’s about engagement.”

		John felt the cart bounce as they entered an elevator. “Deck five, please.”

		The loud ding rang through the confined space as someone pushed a button. The cart might have been snug, but the acoustics were amazing.

		“That’s a quite heavy-looking cart.” The unmistakable voice of Toadius McGee sounded nearby. John covered Dirk’s mouth with his hand.

		“Oui,” Mora said. “But it helps build muscle.”

		“Well, remind me to never find myself in a fight with you.”

		“Rest assured, Inspector.” Mora giggled. “You would lose.”

		John held his breath as a bell dinged and the elevator door swished open.

		“Well, this is my deck.” The weight of the car changed as Toadius stepped out, but then John heard a dull thud as if something was preventing the door from closing.

		“Is there a problem?” Mora asked.

		“I was simply wondering, do you have any more of those little shampoo bottles?” John recognized that tone. It’s the one Toadius used when he was preparing for his big reveal.

		“Oh! Bien sûr. Let me roll the cart out and get you some.”

		John glanced over at Dirk whose head was pressed up against a row of toiletries.

		“No need. You stay where you are. I can get them.”

		Before anyone could stop him, Toadius reached to open the cart’s curtain.

		“Non!” Mora shrieked. “I mean, it is so unorganized. I would hate for a man of your renown to see such a mess.”

		“Well, as a gentleman, I wouldn’t want to embarrass you. I won’t look. I’ll just reach in and grab what I need.

		John’s eyes went wide as a brown hand shot inside the opening, stopping inches from Dirk’s face. Thinking quickly, John grabbed a bottle of shampoo and shoved it forward.

		Toadius’s fingers wrapped around the plastic. “Ah. Exactly what I was looking for. Thank you very much.”

		“My pleasure.” She smiled, fanning her face with a dust-cloth. John listened as the inspector’s footsteps faded away.

		The door closed and collectively they all let out a deep sigh.

		“That was so close.” Dirk wiggled trying to get comfortable. “Good reflexes.”

		John let out a nervous laugh. “I thought we were caught for sure.”

		“It’s not over yet,” Mora whispered. “Let’s just hope your friends are good actresses.”

		The elevator finally stopped on their deck. As Mora pushed the cart out of the small car, John tried to peer out through the gap in the curtain. The sun had begun to set, and the red sky tinted the entire deck in a crimson light.

		They passed by Oli, who was sitting in a lounge chair looking at their phone. They gave John a knowing nod. Emil was leaning up against the wall right outside the door to the complex. He, too, signaled he was ready.

		From the way the cart shuddered as it rolled down a long corridor, John guessed they’d entered the brig. The guard on duty must have recognized Mora—he jumped up from his seat. “Hey, there. Everything okay?”

		“Oui. I just came to refresh the restroom tissues.

		“Give ’em to me. Cap’n says no one goes in tonight.”

		“I will be in and out, quick as a bunny,” Mora insisted.

		“I’m sure you would, but I got orders from the top.”

		The clicking of crutches approached from down the hall. “Excuse me, miss,” Kana said. “Can I get by?”

		“In just a second,” Mora snapped.

		“Don’t talk to my friend like that,” Claudia shot back. “Do you know who my dad is?”

		“No need to get in a tizzy,” the guard said. “There’s plenty of room. Just go around.”

		With a grumble, Kana continued toward the maid’s cart, but as she passed by, she tripped, landing on the ground with a loud thud. She grabbed onto her ankle and screamed as loud as she could. “You tripped me!” she screeched at the guard, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Why would you do that?”

		“I didn’t—”

		The shocked expression on the guard’s face was all the cue Claudia needed. “I saw you,” she spat, pulling out her phone and beginning to film. “Do you think it’s funny to pick on people who are injured?”

		“I didn’t—I mean, I didn’t mean to.” He leaned down, holding out a hand to Kana. “Here let me help you.”

		“I’ll be fine,” Kana said sniffling, then put weight on the injured foot and screamed even louder. “IT’S BROKEN!”

		“Well, go on,” Mora motioned. “Help her to the clinic.”

		“But the captain,” the guard insisted.

		Mora frowned. “What is the punishment for not helping a passenger in distress?”

		“I don’t know,” the guard answered nervously.

		“Well, I am sure it is something most terrible.” Mora gave him a knowing look.

		“Oh, all right.” He swept Kana up in his arms. “Make sure no one goes in or out.”

		“Don’t worry.” Mora winked as she pushed the cart toward the brig. “It will be our little secret.”

		Once out of the guard’s sight, Mora swept open the curtain and helped the boys out of their hiding space. John stretched his neck, then pulled out his bag, carefully took out one of the wombats stuffies Oli had purchased, pulled out a bag of flour, and placed it inside.

		“What are you doing?” Dirk asked.

		“Making a monkey.” John held up the decoy. “I think Shim-Sham will approve.”

		“Before you go in, put these on,” Mora instructed, handing each boy a pair of sunglasses with small lights taped to the sides. “They will obscure the cameras. That way, security will not know who helped Shim-Sham escape.”

		“Epic,” Dirk said as he slipped his on. “Where did you learn how to do this?”

		“I am not just some simple maid.” Mora replied. “I will go in the bathroom, change the tissues, and leave. That way, I will have an alibi and the camera footage will confirm it. Wait five minutes before you enter, okay?”

		“Got it.” John looked at his watch. “Good luck.”

		“Rock and gum, please?” John passed over the requested objects. In a matter of seconds, she was in and out. “There you go.”

		“Thank you,” John said. “I owe you.”

		“J’espère que tu trouveras ce que tu cherches,” she said, moving John’s hair out of his face.

		“What does that mean?”

		“I hope you find what you are searching for.” She smiled before turning and disappearing down the hallway. The boys waited, and when John’s watch showed five minutes had passed, he tapped Dirk on the shoulder, then nodded.

		The brig’s giant doors had been propped open with the rock and wad of chewing gum.

		“Ah, that’s what they are for,” John said with a chuckle. Though nothing had really changed from the last time he’d visited, it somehow felt darker in the eerie silence.

		At first John thought Shim-Sham had already made his escape, but as the young detective got closer, he spotted a small furry lump sticking out from a nest made of torn up newspaper in the back corner of the cell.

		“Shim-Sham?” John whispered. “Don’t worry. I came to free you.”

		The monkey didn’t respond.

		John lifted a key from where it hung on the wall and carefully opened the lock. Slowly, he crept into the cell, readying the wombat. Dirk followed noisily behind him.

		“We’d better hurry,” Dirk warned. “The guard will be back soon.”

		“Shim-Sham,” John whispered again. “You can be mad at me later. We have to move.”

		The prisoner remained sullenly silent.

		“Come on, monkey,” Dirk taunted. “If we go now, I’ll get you a banana.”

		Still nothing. John wondered if maybe the captain had given instructions to knock Shim-Sham out so he wouldn’t cause trouble. John reached to shake the monkey’s shoulder. As the shredded newspaper shifted, the cell was flooded with light.

		Click!

		The boys startled, then slowly turned.

		A smug Jacob Gatsby stood on the other side of the cell. Behind him, Sully Sullivan, the red-bearded judge, had Oli and Emil by the backs of their necks. Claudia whimpered as Mr. Corvus snatched her phone away, pocketing it, before nudging her forward.

		The Hive had been caught, but what John saw in Gatsby’s hands was far worse—a small cage containing a restrained, gagged, and writhing monkey. John looked over his shoulder at the pathetic creature curled up behind him, then groaned as it fell, sending up a puff of white dust into the air. It wasn’t a monkey at all. It was a bag of flour. He’d fallen for Flour-Sham for the second time in two days.

		Toadius was going to kill him.
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		CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

		The time John learned about pirates, pigeons, puppets, and parrots.

		Unlike the other kids, this wasn’t the first time John had seen the inside of a cell. Emil paced back and forth, while Dirk shouted at the guards. “Hey, we have rights. I’ve seen Bars and Cuffs. You have to get us a lawyer.”

		John lay on a cot staring at the ceiling. He should have known they were sneaking their way into a trap. Gatsby had said as much in the hallway: Once you are a criminal, you are always a criminal. The words echoed in John’s head. Gatsby had known someone from the old circus would try to help Shim-Sham, and since at least three of its ex-members were aboard the ship, it only stood to reason that one would be bound to try.

		“Thanks for not turning Kana in,” John said to Claudia.

		“Who’s Kana?” Claudia didn’t look up from her phone.

		“The girl on crutches.”

		“Oh, her.” Claudia looked around the room. “I didn’t know she was part of the group. Does anyone have a charger? My phone is about to die.”

		“How do you still have a phone?” John asked. “They took them away.”

		She shook her head. “Um, backup phone, obvs.”

		“Give that to me,” Dirk said, snatching the phone from her hands. “The captain thinks she’s silenced us, but she doesn’t know what power we wield.” He looked into the screen. “Hey, Buzzers. It’s your boy Dirk Dastardly, the king bee, coming to you live from the inhuman prisons of Her Majesty’s Royal Armada, the H.M.R.A.S. Bouteille. And I want to tell you what the elite members of our society are doing. They want to kill this poor innocent monkey just because he wandered onto their ship. I know, I know. But I’m not alone. I’m here with the youngest member of the Society of Sleuths. John ‘J-Money’ Boarhog.” Dirk turned the camera on John.

		“What are you doing?”

		“Just tell them you who you are,” Dirk said flashing a grin. “John, what’s happening here?”

		“Um, well, Shim-Sham the monkey escaped from jail, and then stowed away on this ship.”

		“And?” Dirk prompted.

		“We caught him,” John said. “And then instead of holding him until he could be sent back to prison, the captain decided he should walk the plank.”

		Claudia took John’s hand. “That’s cruel. You can’t let them kill something just because they feel like it. Animal cruelty is the worst.”

		“Yeah!” Emil jumped into frame. “The worst.”

		“And why does this matter to you?” Dirk asked, turning the camera back to John.

		“Because everyone deserves a second chance. We’ve all made bad choices, but does that mean we have the right to throw someone away like yesterday’s garbage? My mom used to say, ‘Every person lives in the dark until someone shows them how to turn on the light.’ ”

		“Your mom sounds like one of the good guys,” Dirk said, motioning for John to keep talking.

		“That’s the thing. My mom was one of the best people to ever live, and at the same time, she was a criminal.”

		Dirk steadied the phone. “A criminal?”

		“Her name was Cerise Viceroy, and she was the greatest thief of all time. But then she had me. She didn’t want to raise me in a world of crime. She turned on her light. And so could you, or me, or even Shim-Sham. I’m John Boarhog, and I choose to live in the light. Do you?”

		Dirk turned off the video. “Dude! That was epic!”

		The other members of the Hive cheered. Claudia raised John’s hand like a prizefighter, and then Dirk gave him a fist bump.

		“There’s no way that won’t get, like, a million views.”

		John stepped back, eying the ground. “I’m sorry guys. I should’ve never gotten you into this.”

		“Please.” Dirk scoffed. “It’s no big deal. We’ll be out of here by dinner.”

		Shaking his head, John slumped against the wall. “I don’t think—”

		“There he is,” A large man in a soccer jersey and skinny blond woman hurried into the brig. They exchanged words in rapid Spanish, until a short man in a gray suit stepped up to their side.

		Emil looked up and reached out through the bars. “Mamá.” He grabbed on to her hands. “Papá.”

		The guard they’d encountered earlier entered the drafty room and unlocked the cell door, just before the blond pushed past him, scooping up and Emil and kissing him on the forehead. “Did they hurt you. Are you okay? You must be starving.”

		“I’m okay,” he answered, burying his face in her shoulder. “I could eat.”

		“Come with us,” she said, guiding him out of the cell. “I’ll get my brave boy a meal fit for a king.”

		“Why does he get to go?” Dirk demanded.

		“His fine’s been paid,” replied the guard as he shut the door firmly. “Have a great night.”

		One by one, the Hive members’ parents arrived and bailed their children out. Claudia’s mom’s boyfriend arrived shortly after Emil left. Chad or Chaz—honesty, John really didn’t know. He didn’t say much, and Claudia slipped past him and down the hall without even acknowledging the man.

		Next was Oli’s valet. Their dad wasn’t even on the ship. “Sorry,” Oli said as they passed John. “I’ll do better next time.”

		And then it was only Dirk and John. The young detective closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Toadius was going to be so angry. John was sure he’d be shipped back to the Jersey Home for Boys. Maybe Judge Judi and Mr. Van Eyck would be willing to take him back? Despite efforts to clear his mind, every mistake he’d ever made played on a loop in his head.

		He swore he could hear Wembley scream every couple of seconds before hitting the deck, and then there was a boing, like a spring, and the sequence would start again.

		He opened his eyes.

		The sound wasn’t coming from inside his head. It was Dirk’s phone.

		“What are you watching?” John asked.

		“Oh, the video we took the other night. We have, like, two million views.”

		John swiped the phone out of Dirk’s hand. Sure enough, it was video from the lighting storm showing Wembley falling out of the sky and hitting the deck. Then with some fancy editing, the video reversed, making it look like Wembley bounced off the deck and back into the air. They’d even added a silly sound effect.

		John scowled. “I thought you said you ran off to protect your phones.”

		“Dude, what’s the big deal?” Dirk asked, grabbing his phone back. “It’s funny.”

		“No.” John could feel his face getting hot. “You know he almost died.”

		“Yeah, but he didn’t, so…”

		“You need to delete that.”

		“With two million views? No way, pal. This thing is went viral.” Dirk held up the screen and John watched as the metrics counter climbed another ten thousand views.

		“It’s cruel,” John growled. “And I’m not going to let you build fame off my friend’s accident. Delete it. Now.”

		“It doesn’t work that way, man. Once a clip’s out there it’s there forever.” Dirk slipped the phone into his pocket. “Even if I take it down, someone else will reupload it, and then they’ll get the hits.”

		John’s jaw clenched and his vision sharpened. He’d never felt this emotion before. More than anger. It was as if time stood still. As the betrayal washed over him, John reached his hand back. Before he knew it, his fist had connected with Dirk’s eye.

		The leader of the Hive fell to the ground like a sack of potatoes.

		“What the what, dude?” Dirk choked out, rubbing the tears from his cheeks. “I’m going to sue you so hard you’ll be paying for my grandkids to go to college.”

		“DIRK MICHELLE BURNET!” the guard called out.

		“That’s me.” Dirk rubbed his face just as a man entered wearing tennis shorts, a matching polo, and a visor.

		“Do you know how this makes me look?” the man demanded.

		Dirk hung his head. “I’m sorry, sir.”

		“Have you been crying?”

		“No, sir.” Dirk wiped at his eyes.

		“Good, now man up.” He motioned for the guard to unlock the door. “And if this gets out to any of the guys at work, so help me, you will really have something to be sorry about.”

		“Yes, sir.” Dirk kept his eyes locked on the floor as he trailed after his dad.

		John sat back down, his adrenaline still pumping. He punched the wall, wincing as pain shot up his hand.

		“I would have thought you’d learned that lesson by now.”

		John turned to see his mentor standing outside the cell. Toadius wasn’t wearing his jacket—and John realized he’d never seen the inspector without it. His sleeves were rolled up, his tie hung loosely around his neck, and the top two buttons of his shirt were open. “You do realize this is the second time you’ve disobeyed me in two days. Is this going to become a habit, or is there hope you’ve already grown out of this phase?”

		“You don’t understand—”

		“The captain is going to make Shim-Sham walk the plank, and you decided you needed to save him.”

		“Yes.”

		Apparently, Toadius did understand.

		“Well, that was poor judgment on your part.”

		John noticed Toadius holding a large object in his hand. The inspector reached over and pulled off the black covering, revealing a still-caged Shim-Sham. The monkey was no longer tied up or gagged, but he didn’t seem any happier than when John had last seen him.

		“Please open the door,” Toadius said tiredly to the guard.

		John felt a wave of relief as he rose. It was about time he got out of the cell. “Thanks, Toadius. I thought I was going to be in here all night.”

		“Well, of course you are,” the inspector said, releasing the latch from Shim-Sham’s cage. The monkey scurried to the corner and turned his back on the two detectives. “Did you think I came to bail you out?”

		John laughed. “Very funny, Toadius. Come on. I’m starving.”

		“Then I am afraid you’ll have to be starving until the crew sees fit to bring you a meal.”

		“Wait. You’re going to leave me here?”

		“This is the brig, is it not?” Toadius asked, looking around the cell.

		“Yeah, but—”

		“Then this is where you belong.” Toadius handed John a small bag.

		“What’s this?”

		“Study materials. You still have a case to solve, and perhaps you will now make wiser use of your time. I must ask a favor of you, though. Anything you read in these books is not to be shared with anyone else. There is information within these pages that could prove deadly were it to be found out by others. Do you understand?”

		“Yes,” John said reluctantly. “Don’t show my friends.”

		“Good night, Shim-Sham. The guard will return in a moment with your last meal. I suggest you do not share it with Mr. Boarhog,” Toadius concluded, eyebrow raised.

		“Eek, eek.” It did not take fluency in Monkey to know that Shim-Sham would not be sharing anything with John.

		“You can’t leave me here!” John called as the inspector departed the cell. “You’re supposed to protect me.”

		“No. I’m supposed to guide you,” Toadius said quietly. “And you may not want to follow my directions, but you will follow the law.”

		John threw his hands up in the air. “Why do I have to follow the rules, but no one else does?”

		“Because you aren’t a pirate.” Toadius nodded again to Shim-Sham, then moved toward the door.

		“Enough with the pirate thing,” John called after him. “I’d rather be a pirate than a coward.”

		“Coward?” Toadius remained with his back to his ward. “I’d rather be a smart coward than a foolish child. Good night, John. You will want to study. Tomorrow, you start your trial, and there won’t be any more postponements.”

		“Gatsby was right,” John spat. “You aren’t the person I thought you were.”

		Toadius turned on his heels, his gaze fierce. “If you want to be a pirate, that is your decision.” Even Shim-Sham, so defiant a moment before, cowered in the corner. “I chose you as my ward because you have something no one else I know has.”

		“Yeah, what’s that? A famous criminal mother?”

		“No. A heart. You love with reckless abandon, and everyone you meet is a better person because of it. Yes, I am selfish. Gavin Cronopolis was the closest thing I ever had to a father, and when he died, so did a part of me. So if you want to know the truth about me and Jacob, let’s have it out. The man was only with Polly because of the fame. Everything for him is about headlines and appearances. I don’t care about that. No one should. It doesn’t matter how many friends you have—how many fans or admires. The important thing is that you can look in the mirror and know you are doing all in your power to make the world a better place. Polly made me feel better. She didn’t see me as a genius detective or a world-renowned hero. She loved me because of me, and I blew it. Don’t be like me, John. Don’t make the same mistakes I did. Wembley follows you around because without even thinking about it, you make him feel he has value. Recall when I said you can be a person or a puppet? Well, it’s person, puppet, pirate, pigeon, or parrot.”

		Tears spilled down John’s cheeks. “I don’t understand.”

		“Emil is a parrot,” Toadius explained, ticking the name off on his fingers. “He doesn’t have a single thought of his own, and like a parrot attaches itself to a pirate, that boy repeats whatever he hears without a moment’s consideration.”

		John thought of all of his encounters with the Hive. Toadius was right. Emil did just repeat everything Dirk said.

		“Oli is a puppet. They are pushed around by the others, all too eager to do whatever they’re told. They are so worried they might not be liked, they go along with the group, even if they don’t agree.”

		Oli’s sudden change of heart about the beanbag chairs suddenly flashed into John’s mind.

		“The one with her face stuck in the phone—”

		“Claudia.”

		“Yes, her. She is nothing but a pigeon.”

		“A pigeon?”

		“Yes, pigeons are useless birds with little care for their surroundings. They bring no beauty to the world, and poop on everything others wish to enjoy.”

		John choked back a laugh. But he couldn’t help thinking Toadius had perfectly captured Claudia’s personality.

		“And finally, there is Dirk Burnet. How many times have I warned you to be wary of pirates—people like him? Pirates look cool on the outside, and many idolize them, casting them as rebels and heroes, but if you really study the history of piracy, you’ll find that they are selfish bullies who will use anyone or take anything they want. And that, John, is simply not you. You are very different from many of your peers. I didn’t want you to have a phone because I didn’t want you to fall into the trap of a pirate. There is an old saying that four quarters are more valuable than ninety-nine pennies. It doesn’t matter how many people follow you. Fame is just an illusion.”

		“I wasn’t trying to break out Shim-Sham to become famous.”

		“And that, my boy, is why I know you aren’t going to turn out to be a pirate.” Toadius slipped his hand between the bars and took hold of John’s, then met his eyes. “I chose you to be my partner because you are special, but I don’t want you to end up like me. You have two very good friends already bunking in your room. Don’t forget that.”

		“I’m sorry, Toadius. I didn’t mean what I said about Jacob. Not really.”

		“He’s right. I am not a perfect man. I’ve made mistakes, and I will make more in the future.” Toadius pointed to the bag. “But learning from our mistakes is an opportunity to become the person we are meant to be.” Toadius was silent for a moment, taking in the room. “You know, this is a very nice cell. I wonder who they hired to decorate it.”

		John sat down on his cot with a sigh. “Good night, Toadius.”

		“Good night, John. Shim-Sham. I will see you both in the morning.” The inspector waved to the monkey. “Remember to eat your entire meal. You will need your strength.”

		“Eek, eek.” Shim-Sham ran to the cell bars, then reached into his pocket, pulled out a small piece of paper, and handed it to Toadius.

		The inspector read the note, then nodded to the monkey. “Thank you. I will see to it.” With that, Toadius pocketed the scrap and began whistling. “Good night, sweet monkey, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.”

		John waited until Toadius’s whistling faded to silence before opening the small bag. Inside was the book about training Maltese dogs, his mother’s file, and something the young detective had never seen before: a small blue notebook with the S.O.S. symbol stamped on the front.

		He flipped open to the first page. Written in blue ink were the words: the personal diary of one toadius oswald mcgee.
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		CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

		The time John learned the truth about Toadius McGee.

		Rarely in one’s life does one get the opportunity to read someone’s personal journal, let alone the journal of the world’s greatest detective. John was holding the personal journal of the great Toadius McGee. John wanted to read the book cover to cover, but first he thumbed through it, hoping to skip the boring parts.

		The first entry to catch his attention was a portrait Toadius had drawn of Pickles. She was younger, and her hair was shorter, but there was no mistaking it was her. Below it, Toadius had written: Polly, you took my heart. If only you would take my name.

		“Eek, eek.” Shim-Sham gave John a raspberry. The young detective hadn’t noticed the monkey reading over his shoulder.

		“I think it’s romantic,” John said, but Shim-Sham rolled his eyes and blew another raspberry.

		“Fine, let’s see what he says about you.”

		Shim-Sham replied by sticking out his tongue.

		“What are you reading?” asked a French-accented voice before Mora pushed a large dinner cart into the brig.

		“Nothing,” John said slipping the diary back in his bag.

		“I’m sorry your plans didn’t play out the way you wished.” Mora slid a tray to John. On it was an apple, a bottle of water, and half an egg-salad sandwich.

		“It’s okay,” John replied. “I should have known it was a trap.”

		“Are you a fortune teller?”

		“No. Why?”

		“Then I don’t suppose there’s any way you could have known.” Mora opened a compartment in the cart and began to pull out all sorts of strange items. “Okay, monkey,” she said. “Here is the last meal you have chosen. One sack of potatoes, seven bananas, two giant diet sodas, thirty-seven plastic straws, and breath mints.”

		“Eek, eek.” Shim-Sham pointed forcefully at the cart.

		“Non.” She glared at him. “You cannot have a knife to cut the potatoes.”

		Shim-Sham batted his big brown eyes. “Eek, eek?”

		“I’m sorry. I can offer you a plastic spoon.”

		“Eek, eek.” The monkey threw a banana at her before swiveling around to face the wall.

		“That is very rude,” Mora said. “I don’t make the rules. Now, I will leave you two. But before I go, is there anything else I can get you, John?”

		“No.” John bit into his apple. “Thank you.”

		“I will see you tomorrow,” Mora called over her shoulder as she wheeled the cart out.

		John turned to Shim-Sham, who was busy trying to open the burlap sack. Something about how viciously Shim-Sham was biting at the bag jogged John’s memory.

		“I have a knife, you know,” he said, searching for Wembley’s pocketknife, which he’d forgotten to return.

		“Eek, eek.” Shim-Sham held out his hand and glared.

		“You can borrow it, but I need it back.”

		“Eek, eek.” The monkey leered and then began tearing into the bag.

		“Light’s out in fifteen,” the guard’s voice called out over an intercom.

		Shim-Sham handed John the knife back and gave him a small nod. “Eek, eek.”

		“I don’t suppose you could use the knife to pick the lock?” John asked. “Maybe we can still get you out of here.”

		“Eek, eek.” Shim-Sham wiggled his hands like they were a bird, then took a bite of a potato before offering one to John.

		“No, thanks. Raw potatoes give me gas.”

		Shim-Sham burst into a shriek, falling back and rolling around on the ground. When he finally managed to stop cackling, he sat up, wiped his eyes, and resumed eating his potatoes as though nothing had happened.

		

		—

		Unable to sleep, John decided he’d take another crack at Toadius’s diary. Most of the early entries were from Toadius’s first days as a S.O.S. initiate. He talked about his mentor, Gavin, how he wouldn’t let Toadius wear blue jeans and a leather jacket or sandals with socks. John read about how Toadius had found his blue bowler hat, and that he’d wanted to model his look after another member of the S.O.S.—a detective named Phineas Polk. The inspector had an entire section dedicated to how hard Sully Sullivan had been on him and how he was sure that Sullivan was out to get him. Great, John thought. Upset the guy who’s judging my trial.

		John flipped through a couple more pages. They had yellowed with time. In several places, the ink was faded, and John could barely make out the entries. One section, he was pretty sure, was written in code. Some of the pages had come loose from the binding, and John carefully handled them so as not to damage them any further.

		The young detective was a little surprised to find out that Toadius was an excellent artist. He enjoyed the portraits and landscapes his mentor had sketched during his many adventures.

		One in particular had him lingering. It was of a beautiful woman flying effortlessly on a trapeze. John knew this woman well. It was his mother.

		Toadius had spent time with her in the past, so the fact that the inspector had done a study of her wasn’t much of a surprise. Still, the drawing was so lifelike, John could have sworn her smile grew brighter as she peered back at him from the page.

		He studied the portrait for longer than he would have liked to admit before he carefully turned to the next entry. Jammed between the next two pages was a folded-up piece of paper with the name Ozzy written on the outside in familiar handwriting.

		
			Dearest Ozzy,

			What you have given me is something I will never be able to repay. The moment you walked into our circus, I knew you were more than you appeared. I will forever cherish the nights we spent wishing on stars, and how you helped me. I am sorry I am putting this in writing, but we both know it is far too dangerous for us to been seen together.

			Cicada will never understand. You once told me that you would do anything I asked, and all that I request is that you don’t try to find us. John, as I have decided to call him, must never be part of this life.

			If you love us as much as I know you do, you will not try to find us. John must never know his father.

			I hope you find what you are searching for.

			—C.V.

		

		John scanned the words again. John must never know his father. Who was Ozzy?

		He practically dove into the bag, pulling out the picture of the circus members. Sure enough, written in pencil below each performer was a name. John scanned past Kamin, Oro, Kuma, and Cerise, before his eyes settled on Ozzy. His finger trembled as he followed it up to the individual’s face. A clown. But not just any clown. Toadius McGee.

		At that moment, everything became clear. The reason Toadius had dodged his questions about his dad wasn’t because he was jealous or because he didn’t know the truth. It was because Toadius was his father. It all made perfect sense: the ticket taker at the zoo, the captain, Kana. Even Gatsby had said John looked just like the inspector.

		It had been no accident that Toadius McGee had come into his life when he did. The inspector had always thought the Mauve Moth was John’s mom. He must have been trying to track her so he could find them both.

		Did that mean Toadius had only wanted to adopt him because he felt duty-bound? Every conversation they’d ever had ran through his mind. The more John thought about it, the more he was convinced. Now, the only question was why hadn’t Toadius just told him?

		“All right. It’s time!”

		John jumped, his eyes scanning wildly around the room. He’d been so entranced by Toadius’s journal, he hadn’t realized he’d read straight through the night, or that the captain, Toadius, and Mr. Corvus were standing before him in the cell. It was now morning, and that meant it was time for Shim-Sham to walk the plank.

		“Mr. Boarhog.” The security chief’s low voice rumbled against the walls. “You are free to go.”

		“Please meet us up on deck nine,” Toadius instructed his ward.

		“Toadius!” John sprang up and threw his arms around the inspector. “I found the—”

		“I don’t have time to talk.” Toadius’s voice was stern. “Go upstairs and wait for me.”

		Across the cell, John spotted Shim-Sham, who was dressed in an oversized T-shirt with the words world’s greatest grandpa across the front. Normally, it would have been too large for the monkey, but because Shim-Sham had eaten so many potatoes, his stomach stretched out, making it look like he was trying to smuggle a small balloon under the shirt.

		“Goodbye, Shim-Sham,” John murmured, unable to meet the monkey’s eye.

		The second John was free of the brig, his hands started shaking. He’d failed, and now he was going to be forced to watch poor Shim-Sham plummet to his death. Toadius was apparently still furious. Does he even want to be my dad after all this?

		The next minutes were a blur. If you were to ask John what he remembered, he’d tell you that as he entered deck nine, the Justice deck, three things stood out to him. The first was that a number of people had gathered to watch the execution. John noticed that the Great Goatinee, the Mountain, and Kana were all heavily guarded. Dirk and his friends were filming the whole thing.

		The guards motioned for John to join the others. The young detective didn’t say anything to Dirk as he took his place beside his uncle Kamin.

		It felt like a year had passed by the time Toadius appeared on deck. He, too, was led to the guarded section. He stood by John while Boxelder and Sully Sullivan settled into chairs on the other side of the deck. Gatsby had found a spot behind Boxelder, but he appeared distracted, like he was searching the crowd for someone he’d lost.

		Toadius put his hand on John’s shoulder. “No matter what happens, you must not react. Too many people are watching.”

		John frowned up at his mentor, but when Toadius offered no further explanation, he turned his attention back to the plank. In his heart, he knew he couldn’t make that promise.

		Captain Cloudhopper pushed her way to the front of the crowd, raising her hands to silence the eager spectators. “Good people, today you are here to witness punishment for crimes committed by Shimer-Shamson aboard the H.M.R.A.S. Bouteille, which include one hundred forty counts of illegal possession and sale of bananas, forty-nine counts of public deviancy, seventeen counts of grand larceny of department store mannequins, thirty-four counts of armed robbery, and stowing away aboard an international cruise ship.”

		“He stole my T-shirt!” an older gentleman who wasn’t wearing a shirt shouted from the crowd.

		“He didn’t call me on my birthday!”

		“He sold me fake tickets to see the Back Hall Boyz Live.”

		“Yes, yes. He has done many truly horrible things, but this will be the end of his terror campaign.” The captain signaled, and an ominous drumbeat began.

		The crowd parted as Mr. Corvus led a chained Shim-Sham toward the captain. The criminal monkey flashed a grin at Toadius and those gathered around him, giving a slight salute as he passed.

		“Shim-Sham, you have been found guilty of these heinous crimes. Do you have any last words?”

		Shim-Sham raised his fist in the air. “Eek, eek.”

		Gasps came from those who could understand Monkey. Water shot out Goatinee’s nose, drenching those in front of him.

		“Is that all?” the captain demanded.

		“Eek, eek.” Shim-Sham pulled up his shirt to reveal his socks didn’t match.

		The captain’s face turned tomato red as she clutched at her chest. “How dare you!”

		Shim-Sham cackled, doing a little dance to show off his socks.

		“Very well.” She pointed to the plank. “Your punishment, as dictated by the Code of Conduct, is to walk the plank.”

		“NOOOOOOO!” A voice commanded from across the deck. Everyone turned to see Wembley Quokkas still in his hospital gown, limping toward the assembly. “Wait!”

		“What is the meaning of this?” the captain demanded.

		“On the bottom of page eighty-six, Section D.3, Article A.D. of the Code of Conduct, it states: ‘A stowaway must walk the plank—’ ” Wembley paused to catch his breath.

		“Yes,” Captain Cloudhopper snapped. “And that is what we are doing.” She signaled to continue with the execution.

		“Yes, but if you turn the page, there’s more. On eighty-seven. ‘Or has the choice to work off the price of a ticket by washing dishes.’ ”

		The captain pulled out her copy of the Code of Conduct and flipped to page eighty-seven. John’s heart was beating as fast as a cheetah’s after fourteen energy drinks.

		The crowd stood silent, waiting for the captain to finish reading. After a moment, she closed the book, tucked it neatly back into her uniform, and took a deep breath. “The boy is correct,” she said, although she didn’t seem very pleased. “Shim-Sham, you have the right to choose. Wash dishes or walk the plank?”

		“Eek, eek!” Shim-Sham proclaimed.

		“YES!” John hollered at the top of his lungs.

		“NO!” The Mountain clutched his daughter.

		“Are you insane?” Goatinee called. “Hairbrained monkey.”

		“What happened?” John asked, turning to Toadius who remained silent.

		“Shim-Sham has decided to walk the plank.” Goatinee removed his hat and held it to his chest.

		John swiveled back to face Shim-Sham, his eyes wild. “What? Why?”

		“Is this your final decision?” the captain asked.

		The monkey nodded. “Eek, eek.”

		“Very well.” She motioned to Mr. Corvus. “Proceed.”

		John couldn’t believe his ears. After all that, Shim-Sham still wanted to walk the plank. John hated washing dishes, too, but it seemed a better choice than death. The little monkey made his way solemnly to the edge of the plank, his chin raised, then turned to face the crowd, lifted his little monkey paws, and made a gesture that should not be mentioned in polite company.

		In the next instant, he leapt.

		What followed his swan dive occurred so quickly that spectators had to review Dirk Burnet’s video in slow motion to be certain, and even then, a couple of moves were still impossible to decipher. I will describe the events as best I can.

		First, the monkey ripped off his T-shirt, revealing that his plump stomach was not full of potatoes, but that he’d secured the seven bananas to his body. Next, he pulled what appeared to be some sort of homemade rip cord, and large wings constructed from the burlap sack and plastic straws stretched out, catching the wind like a small hang glider. Shim-Sham then revealed a liter of diet cola, lofting it higher with his tail before pulling the breath mints out of thin air, and sliding them into the bottle’s mouth. I am not sure if you have ever seen what occurs when Mentos are slipped into a bottle of soda, but the chemical reaction and resulting gas powered the now-flying monkey into the sky.

		Pressed at the Bouteille’s rail, the spectators were in a full frenzy. The captain bellowed for Mr. Corvus to do something. Crew members hurled whatever they could get their hands on at the monkey, hoping to knock him off course. Goatinee and the Mountain high-fived, then broke into an impromptu dance.

		Toadius stood there showing no trace of emotion.

		“What just happened?” John asked, rubbing at his eyes.

		“It appears Shim-Sham has walked the plank.” Only then did Toadius allow a wide smile to stretch across his face.

		“You…you helped him?”

		“I haven’t a clue what you’re talking about.”

		John crossed his arms, scowling up at the inspector. “You told me we couldn’t interfere.”

		“And we didn’t.” Toadius cracked his knuckles. “The laws of the ship are clear: Shim-Sham had to walk the plank. You will find that nowhere in the Code of Conduct does it say that after he walked the plank, he could not be assisted. Rule Number Twenty-Eight, my dear boy. Rule Number Twenty-Eight.”

		As the two investigators watched the trail of diet soda disappear into the sunrise, John’s thoughts were occupied with two things: breakfast and finally getting to talk with the inspector.

		“Toadius?” John made sure the great detective was paying attention, “You said you would never lie to me.”

		“I did,” Toadius’s furrowed his brows in concern. “What is it?”

		“Well, I don’t know how to ask this….” John took a deep breath and held out Toadius’s journal. “Are you my dad?”
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		CHAPTER NINETEEN

		The time John learned how difficult it is to find a dog.

		“Please, Toadius, I need to know,” John pressed, wondering if his mentor had heard him over the crowd. Toadius stood in silence, his eyes dark with anger. He reached out and snatched the journal from John’s hands.

		“Where did you get this?”

		“You gave it to me.”

		Toadius grabbed his ward by the shoulders. “Tell me this instant. Where did you find this journal?”

		“It w-was in with the b-books you gave me,” John stuttered, wiping roughly at his eyes.

		“Gastby!” Toadius released his grip, and like a rabid dog chasing a mailman ran off down the deck.

		“Where are you going?” John called, racing after his mentor.

		“To have a word with Mr. Gastby.”

		“Toadius, please stop and talk to me. I need to know. Is it true?”

		“I’m sorry John. I truly am—”

		“Mr. Boarhog.” Commissioner Boxelder called, striding purposefully across the deck alongside Magistrate Sullivan. “It is now past seven a.m. Your trials have begun.” She held up a clipboard and began scribbling notes.

		“One second,” John said. “I need to know—”

		“The time for consulting with your mentor is over. As you agreed, you will begin your trial, you may no longer have unsupervised contact with Mr. McGee or any other member of the S.O.S.”

		“It’s a simple yes or no question, though.”

		“If only that were the case,” Toadius replied quietly. “Find your missing dog. I promise once you do, I will answer all of your questions. Commissioner, if you’d permit me to offer one last piece of advice?”

		Boxelder crossed her arms. “Very well. Go on.”

		“A man can’t change the past, but hopefully he can alter the course of his future. Good luck, John. I have no doubt you’ll have solved your case by the end of the day.”
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		Three days had passed since Shim-Sham’s historic escape. Wembley had been released from the hospital and Kana had moved back in with her dad. In that time, the boys’ cabin had transformed from a preteen clubhouse into a full-fledged detective office. Pictures of all the main suspects hung on the walls. Kana didn’t like that her dad’s face was among them, but he’d been in the circus, so he could have ties with the real dognapper.

		John hadn’t spoken to the inspector since their last conversation, except for their morning monitored breakfasts to discuss the Pickles case and complain about how the ship’s pancakes weren’t as good as Patty’s. The whole time, John wanted to ask Toadius about the dad question again, but every time he brought up something that didn’t have to do with Pickles or pancakes, their S.O.S. monitor would not-so-politely remind him to change the subject or forfeit his case.

		The captain had not forgotten John’s punishment. The young detective was less than thrilled to learn he would be assisting the Great Goatinee in his magic act, though at least he’d get to see Kana. She’d been so busy with double training sessions now that her ankle was feeling better that she’d had no time to hang out. Instead, Wembley had stayed up with him all night reviewing suspects and poring over the ship’s blueprints. They had even made a makeshift info board by running string between pinned notecards, photographs, and a couple of Kana’s sketches, as they came up with new leads and connections.

		“I don’t know, mate,” Wembley said, as he looked over a map. “I still think my theory that the pup got into the ventilation system is the best one.”

		“And which theory is that?” John asked, half asleep from the long night.

		“The one where he got into the ventilation system.” Wembley pointed to the board. So far, they had a dozen theories from the “manager at the Build-a-Bat stole Falcon to model for the store” plot to “Falcon was just a figment of everyone’s imagination.”

		“I still think it has to be the work of a master thief,” John insisted. “Madam Dorset-Horne is on deck five.”

		“The Deluxe deck,” Wembley added, scanning a finger over the plans before him.

		“Right, that is the same deck as us, Toadius, and Boxelder. Gatsby is across the hall from her. Only someone who’s a pro at thievery could pull this off.”

		Wembley’s eye grew wide. “What about someone who’s a pro at making things disappear?”

		“What are you talking about?”

		“What if it was a magician?” Wembley asked, pointing to a picture of the Great Goatinee. “You said it yourself: Goatinee was a cat burglar. Maybe he’s branched out to dognapping.”

		“First, I think cat burglar means someone who sneaks in and steals like a cat, and second, Uncle Kamin has been more focused on his magic than his criminal scheming these days.”

		Wembley tilted his head. “Didn’t he help you with the plan to save Shim-Sham?”

		“Yeah, but he didn’t do the crime. Just sort of acted as a consultant.”

		“You have to admit he could pull it off.”

		“Speaking of Goatinee,” John said, crossing the room to grab his coat, “I have to practice for tonight.”

		“I’m still going to run through the vent theory one more time.” Wembley said, getting a large box of butter out of the fridge.

		“Okay, but don’t try to crawl into one by yourself. I don’t want you to get stuck.” John turned to face his friend. “I mean it.”

		“Fine.” Wembley put the butter back. “How long do you think you’ll be?”

		“Maybe an hour.”

		

		—

		The main stage was located on deck three, the Riviera deck, and John was surprised to find out that it was as big as a theater on Broadway. He had only been backstage once in his life, so he was in no way an expert, but he couldn’t see any difference between the two stages. A group of musicians sat in a pit tuning their instruments while a couple of dancers practiced choreography.

		Offstage, a man in a white shirt with brown suspenders was barking orders at the stage crew. John thought that the man was chewing on a straw, but as he got closer, he realized it was actually a small lollipop.

		“Who are you?” the man demanded, giving John the once-over.

		“John Boarhog. I’m here to help the Great Goatinee.”

		“Yeah, there ain’t nothing great about that one. Goatinee! Your assistant’s here.” He turned back to John, appearing, if possible, even more cranky. “Go help him before I fire you.” With that, the man stormed toward a trio of stagehands, rattling off a series of commands that would leave anyone else baffled.

		John spotted his uncle in the center of the stage. The magician had his sleeves rolled up. It looked like he’d been painting some sort of machine—something out of a horror film, with all sorts of locks and restraints.

		“There you are!” Goatinee gave John a big hug. “Look at my new trick.”

		“What kind of card trick is this?”

		“It’s not a card trick.”

		“It’s called the Assistant’s Revenge,” April explained, sliding out from under the contraption. She was wearing a jumpsuit and her hair was tied back. She looked like a mechanic.

		“It’s an escape-artist trick,” Goatinee continued, showing John the straps. “Okay, so, I will lock you into the restraints and then shut the curtain. Then, presto, the curtain opens, and I am now restrained, and you are opening the curtain. Understand?”

		John scratched his head. “Not really.”

		“Let’s make it easy on the kid.” April gave one of the straps a couple of good tugs. “I think it’s ready for a test run, anyway.”

		“Okay, you sit over there, and April and I will show you how the trick works.” Goatinee practically pushed John down into a seat. “Are you ready?”

		“Yes.” John realized he hadn’t ever seen his uncle this happy.

		April untied her scarf, and her hair cascaded down her back. “Hit it, boys!”

		A bass player with a bright red beard stood up and started to play. Soon, the rest of the band joined in. Their soft, sultry tune filled the auditorium, and everyone stopped to watch. Even the bulldog guy couldn’t help but be entranced by the pair.

		The Great Goatinee reached out his hand to April. Without any warning, he gave a small tug, spinning her into his arms before dipping her and spinning her out. She fanned herself while Goatinee did a quick shuffle, then picked up the tango again. The pair danced around the stage like they’d been training together for years. April stepped back, crooking her finger to call Goatinee, and like a cartoon wolf, he floated over to her side. After another twirl, he grabbed her hand and led her to the scary-looking contraption.

		Goatinee locked April’s hands and feet in place, then placed three metal restraints around her body. And if that wasn’t enough, he then shut a metal cage door, locking her in a small cell. She struggled a little to show that she couldn’t escape as Goatinee twirled the contraption around so that the audience could see she was trapped on all sides. He then grabbed on to a curtain and closed it, sweeping it around the entire device. What should have been Goatinee coming out from behind the contraption was miraculously April, as if he somehow shapeshifted into the lovely assistant. But it was when she opened the curtain that the real magic happened: Goatinee was locked up in the inescapable cell where she’d been seconds before.

		The entire stage burst into thunderous applause. John’s hands hurt from clapping so hard. With a small flourish, April unlocked the restraints and Goatinee stepped out of the machine, then took April’s hands, spun her back in, and dipped her before bowing to the audience.

		“WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?” bellowed a voice from the back of the auditorium. It appeared that Abra K. Dabra was the only one not happy to see April and Goatinee’s routine.

		April shook her head, a little embarrassed. “Calm down. I was just helping teach the kid the trick.”

		“I do not pay you to teach magic,” Abra spat. “I pay you to make tricks for me. Where are the new trunks? I don’t want to repeat our last performance.”

		“I’m almost finished,” April said, tying her hair back up.

		Abra crossed his arms. “Then maybe you should stop messing around.”

		“Sorry,” April said, turning to Goatinee. “I’ll check back in when I’m done.”

		“Maybe, we could ahh…” Goatinee looked at his feet. “What’s the word where you eat food and enjoy someone’s company?”

		“It’s called a date.” April drew a rag from her pocket and gently wiped some dirt off of Goatinee’s cheek. “And I would be delighted.”

		April waved, then hurried off to help Abra. Goatinee watched her for a moment before sighing as he turned his attention to John. “What do you think?”

		John grinned. “I think she likes you.”

		“No.” Goatinee frowned. “I mean about the trick?”

		“It’s awesome.” John honestly had never seen anything like it.

		Goatinee clapped his hands together. “Well, are you ready to try?”

		“Sure, but do I have to do the dance, too?” He really didn’t want to dance.

		“What? No.” Goatinee laughed. “We will make it a funny trick. You know, like the Abbott and Costello, or the sponge guy and his purple fish friend.”

		“Deal,” John said. “Let’s do this.”

		The pair practiced all afternoon until they got the routine down. I am not going to reveal to you at this time how the trick works because I am no rat. But I will say that there are three parts to any illusion: the first is the setup, the second is the distraction, and the third is the reveal. The setup lures the audience into a false expectation. The distraction is that moment where the magician redirects the spectators’ attention, so they don’t see what’s really happening. And the reveal is when the trick dazzlingly concludes, leaving the audience uncertain about their perception of reality.

		“Every great magician knows that the audience will try to see though their deception,” Goatinee explained, “so it is our job to make them think they know how it’s done. That way, when we pull off the impossible, onlookers are left questioning everything they have ever known to be true. And while they are doing all that thinking, we can rob them blind.”

		“Wait.” John frowned. “I thought you said you went legit.”

		Goatinee went pink. “Sorry. Forget that last part. Old habits.”

		“Uh-huh.”

		“Why don’t we work on picking locks,” Goatinee said, changing the subject. “Remember”—Goatinee flicked his hand—“it’s all in the wrist.”

		John copied the motion, thrilled when the lock snapped open. “Awesome. Thanks.” He locked the device again, then flicked his wrist and the lock disengaged.

		“I think you are ready,” Goatinee said. “Now, we have to come up with your assistant name. I was thinking Otis McGillicutty.”

		“What’s wrong with John?”

		“No, you don’t look like a John.” Goatinee chewed his lip, running through possibilities.

		“Hey, Goat Face!” the bulldog man barked. “I wanna go to dinner this year, but I need you to sign these release forms. And just so you know, if I don’t get dinner soon, someone’s getting fired.”

		“Yes, Mr. Fishfighter.” Goatinee waved, then returned his attention to John. “I have to go. You think of a name, and when I get back, we should get something to eat before tonight’s performance.”

		“When does it start?” John asked.

		“We go on at eight o’clock sharp, but don’t worry. We only get ten minutes.”

		“Okay.” John nodded. He felt ready.

		“Good. Now tie your shoe.”

		John glanced down, surprised to see that his shoe was, indeed untied.

		“Distraction!” Goatinee cried gleefully.

		But when John looked back up, it was too late. Goatinee had vanished.

		With the stage empty, John figured it was a good time to keep practicing. As if on cue, April dragged one of her trunks from the wings. John leapt to his feet to help.

		“Thanks,” she said. “Let’s move it over here into the light.”

		“What are you working on?”

		“Well, Abra wants me to make sure the secret compartment in the back of this trunk can’t be seen by the audience, but he won’t let me buy a Herman seal or lock.”

		“Because it’s too expensive?”

		“I wish.” She sighed, blowing a strand of hair out of her face. “Because they’re too cheap. Abra only wants the most expensive equipment, but Houdini locks freeze up when they get wet, as you saw when Kamin got stuck onstage during the captain’s dinner. Most magicians use Houdini locks, but I’ve found that the Herman, though very cheap, is well made. Keep that a secret, though. We wouldn’t want anyone else to take our ideas.”

		“I’m guessing you told Abra that already?”

		“Of course. Not that he’d know the difference. I make the tricks, but he acts like he’s the ingénieur.”

		“What’s an ingénieur?” John asked.

		“The person who invents the magic tricks.” April stuck a pencil in her hair. “Pass me that screwdriver.”

		“You invent the tricks?”

		“Yeah, you didn’t think I was just a pretty face?”

		“Well, you are Abra’s assistant. No offense.”

		“None taken.” April unscrewed a panel on the back of the trunk. “That’s the whole point. I’m supposed to be the distraction, but just like everything else in magic, it’s only a half-truth.”

		“Half-truth?”

		“Yeah. Magic isn’t lying, but it’s not the truth, either. It’s sort of half and half. Think of it like making a movie. The magician is the star, and they’re who we come to watch. The assistant is like the director, setting up and executing the tricks. They’re a team, building the illusion that only one of them is doing all the work. Pass me a wrench, please.”

		John handed April her tool. “Doesn’t it bother you that you don’t get the credit?”

		“Not really. I know I’m loved and essential every time the audience applauds. I don’t need to have my name on the marquee to understand I’m the real reason the house is packed.”

		John wasn’t so sure he believed her. “Well, I hope you at least get paid well.”

		“By Abra?” She laughed. “I won’t be retiring on my salary, but that’s okay. I’m working on a plan so I’ll never have to worry about money again.”

		“What kind of plan?”

		She bopped John on the nose. “I’m afraid a magician never reveals her secrets.”

		“You were showing me how the trunk works, so it seems like you’ve already broken that rule.”

		“Nope.” She pointed at the secret compartment. “Since you’re an assistant now, you get to know some of the secrets. Now, what do you see?”

		John leaned in to examine the panel, poking at the side in a couple of places. “So, when Abra climbs into the trunk, he slides out the back and it looks like he’s magically escaped?”

		“Yes, but it’s more complicated than that. In this version of the trick, Abra falls into this secret compartment, then I show the audience he’s disappeared. I pull the curtain, and we switch places. He runs around back and magically appears in the audience to massive applause. Then he makes his way back to the trunk, opening it to reveal me waiting inside.”

		“So, like the Assistant’s Revenge, but with extra steps?”

		“Look at you.” April beamed. “You might end up as an ingénieur yourself.”

		“I can’t believe someone could fit inside that compartment. It looks so small.”

		“It’s magic!” April wiggled her fingers. “And a little forced perspective.”

		“Forced perspective?”

		“It’s where you design something to look bigger or smaller to trick the human eye.”

		“This is so cool,” John said, holding the panel in place as April screwed it back in.

		“Well, the real trick is that every step is manipulated. It may look like chaos, but every motion is planned, rehearsed, and controlled by the magician.”

		A cold chill ran down John’s spine. Everything is controlled.

		John knew who’d stolen Falcon. And that meant he’d just solved his case.
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		CHAPTER TWENTY

		The time John almost solved his first case.

		After everything that had happened, John was finally going to get a win. The culprit had been there the entire time. John ran from the stage as a bell rang out. It was seven p.m. Toadius would be sitting down for dinner. Luckily, their favorite restaurant and the theater were both on the Riviera deck, though the theater was in the bow and the restaurant was on the stern, so it would still be quite a distance to run.

		Unlike the Promenade deck with its souvenir shops and ice-cream stands, or the Lido deck with its pools and games, where children liked to gather, the Rivera deck was more of a draw for the adult passengers. It housed not only the theater but an art gallery, a casino, and the fancier restaurants.

		John sprinted past the art gallery, where passengers had clustered to watch Sir Ego debut his newest installation, Illuminating Ideas—an exhibit that appeared to be nothing more than a giant light bulb attached to a green button. John jumped over a red velvet rope, accidently colliding with the artist, who tumbled into the button. The bulb glowed warmly and the crowd burst into ooohs and ahhs.

		“Sorry!” John called over his shoulder. “Cool art!”

		Next, John had to get through the casino and bar, and this presented a challenge: as he was still twelve, he was not allowed in the casino or bar. Additionally, the security team for such places usually consists of individuals the size of football players, who train night and day to stop minors from entering.

		John might have been too young to legally gamble, but he decided to risk it all—getting to Toadius was too important. The second his foot crossed the threshold, the twelve-man security team moved into action. The game was on.

		John exited the pocket. Dipping down, he avoided numbers two and three, running a five-yard slant using a cocktail waitress as a blocker. Number one dove to tackle, but instead took down the cocktail waitress.

		A man seated at a slot machine threw his yellow napkin in the air. “Illegal tackle!”

		John spun around number four, digging his heels into the floor. And—oh, no—overshot. John easily raced past seven, eight, and nine. Forty yards to go when number five came up on his rear flank. Up ahead, eleven and twelve were hunkered down, waiting. He was going to have to jump.

		He took five more steps and launched his body into the air. Number eleven reached up, making contact, and John flipped head over feet. Five, though very fast, didn’t know how to stop—unfortunate for eleven and twelve. John, still cartwheeling through the air, just missed the pileup, landing skillfully on his feet, his goal in sight.

		And then he was clear. A slot machine by the door hit triple sevens. Lights flashed. Confetti poured from the ceiling. A bartender threw both hands in the air.

		“Touchdown! I mean Jackpot!”

		“Toadius!”

		“Over here, my boy!” Toadius waved John over to the table where the inspector and Commissioner Boxelder were seated, enjoying their meal. “Slow down. I’m sure there is enough cheese for everyone.”

		“Cheese?” John said through shallow breaths. “I don’t want any cheese.”

		“But you said you liked cheese.” Toadius frowned. “Or was that Davies?”

		“I do believe he was lactose intolerant,” Boxelder mused. “Remember that time someone ordered him a cheeseburger and he vomited on the Governor of Vermont? My brother, Keith, tells that story every Christmas.”

		“How is Keith?” Toadius asked. “I haven’t seen him in years.”

		“He’s doing well. Way taller than I am now. Which he loves to rub in my face, but I suppose it’s okay because you could barely tell us apart back then.”

		“Well, only because of the mustache,” Toadius teased.

		“For the last time, Inspector, it wasn’t a mustache. I burned my lip on hot tea. And as for my dashingly handsome brother, the acne finally cleared up, poor dear.”

		“I did it!” John cried.

		“You brought him the cheeseburger?” Boxelder asked, frowning.

		“No.” John pulled Toadius to his feet. “I solved the case!”

		

		—

		By the time they reached Madam Dorset-Horne’s cabin, John had managed to catch his breath, though he could hardly contain his excitement. He’d summoned the usual suspects on the way, adding Wembley, Captain Cloudhopper, Magistrate Sullivan, and Mr. Corvus to their party.

		“Okay.” Boxelder did a head count. “I think we’re all here. John Boarhog, who stole the dog and where is he now?”

		“No one stole the dog,” John replied. “Well, not really.”

		Toadius tilted his head. “You’ll need to walk us through your theory of the case,” he gently prodded.

		John met his guardian’s eyes, then stood straighter. “What do we know about Falcon?” John pointed to Madam Dorset-Horne. “Falcon is the thing Madam Dorset-Horne loves most. She even wrote an entire book about him—Maltese and Me.”

		“That’s true,” she said. “I can’t live without my fuzzy little man.”

		John raised an eyebrow. “Then why weren’t you more upset?”

		“I beg your pardon?”

		“You lost the thing you love most in the world, and yet an hour later, you were onstage presenting the Four Sisters to the guests at the captain’s dinner, not a tear in your eye. The reason is because you knew where Falcon was all along. You couldn’t keep him in your room, because you knew I’d come to interview you. That means someone else was watching him.”

		Madam Dorset-Horne nodded. “I was a pretty good actress, though.”

		“I’m a kid. That means you adults want to protect me. Toadius, you said the ship was too dangerous for me to be wandering around by myself at night. Commissioner Boxelder assigned me to find Falcon even though Shim-Sham and the Mauve Moth are both stowing away? You could easily have asked me to track down one of them. It wasn’t until April reminded me that everything in magic is controlled that I understood: you set up the dognapping so you could control the situation. You knew all the details of the case. That way, you could score me.”

		John walked up to Magistrate Sullivan. “You’ve been following me around the ship for the past three days. You were in the captain’s study. You were at the banana stand when I first met the Hive. You were dressed as a doctor in the infirmary. You were even in the pit playing the standup bass. But since you were keeping an eye on me, you couldn’t have been watching Falcon. Commissioner Boxelder is too important. So is the captain. Plus, we saw the captain’s quarters, and her OctoPop! collection went all the way to the floor. She wouldn’t risk Falcon thinking her rare collectibles were chew toys.”

		Captain Cloudhopper snorted. “They are most definitely not toys.”

		“So, who was left to watch the dog?” John turned to face the inspector. “Toadius is staying across the hall from Wembley and me—he wanted to give me some space, but be right next door in case I needed something. So it couldn’t be him. I would hear Falcon bark.”

		Toadius beamed. “Very clever.”

		“That leaves only one person. Unfortunately, that person is very allergic to dogs. Maltese are a hypoallergenic dog breed, so most people with dog allergies wouldn’t be triggered by Falcon’s dander, and because of that, none of you thought the allergy would be an issue. Still, this person has been sniffling and sneezing the entire trip.” John exited the room and took two giant steps to the door directly across the hall. He raised a hand to knock. “Director Jacob Gatsby.”

		Everyone was quiet, waiting for the door to open. But no one answered.

		“Director Gatsby?” John called.” You can come out now.”

		“Maybe he’s using the loo?” Wembley offered.

		Still, there was no response. Mr. Corvus stepped forward and swiped his bracelet. Gatsby’s door opened, and a cold breeze filled the hallway. Falcon bounced out into the hall and jumped into Madam Dorset-Horne’s arms.

		“There’s my little man,” she said, showering the small white dog with kisses.

		“Jacob?” Toadius called, stepping forward. “Oh no.”

		He pushed the door wide enough for the others to see inside. The cabin was a wreck. Mirrors were busted, dresser drawers overturned. Books were knocked about, the bed wasn’t made, and one window looked like a chair had been tossed through it. Caught on the jagged glass, flapping in the wind, was a piece of Gatsby’s green sweater.

		Director Jacob Gatsby was not only missing from the room, but very well might have been missing from the ship.

		The captain leapt to action. “Mr. Corvus, check the security system to see where Detective Gastby is. If he’d fallen overboard, we should have gotten an alert. He may very well be dangling somewhere off the side of the ship.”

		“Aye, Captain.” Corvus raised a walkie-talkie to his mouth. “Mr. Barbay, have any overboard alarms sounded?”

		“No, sir,” Barbay’s voice crackled back over the walkie.

		“Could you tell me where passenger Jacob Gatsby is currently located?”

		“Room 2R, sir.”

		“That’s impossible.” Boxelder pointed to the number on the door. “We’re in 2R.”

		“Mr. Barbay, please send an alert to Passenger Gatsby’s bracelet.”

		A moment later, ringing came from under the bed. Toadius grimaced as he reached beneath the dust ruffle to investigate.”

		“What is it, Inspector?” Boxelder asked.

		“Everyone out,” Toadius commanded as he held out Gatsby’s bracelet at arm’s length. “Captain, I think it would be best if this investigation was taken over by the Society of Sleuths. No offense meant to you or your team, but this is now a potential murder scene.”

		“Of course, Inspector. If you need anything, my ship and her crew are at your disposal.” Captain Cloudhopper said. “Mr. Corvus, let’s give the S.O.S. room.” With that, the pair exited into the hall.

		“Maybe you should go with them, Magistrate Sullivan,” Boxelder suggested. If a murderer is on board, then the captain must be protected.”

		Sully Sullivan didn’t say a word, but followed the captain.

		“Doctor Boarhog.” Toadius turned to face his ward. “Please escort Mr. Quokkas to his mothers’ cabin.”

		“But—” John started to argue.

		“Then return here,” Toadius continued, raising his hand. “You’ve successfully solved your first case, and while your admission into the Society has not yet been formally approved, we will need all available members of the S.O.S. to help. Do you agree, Commissioner Boxelder?”

		“I do, indeed. Do not speak to anyone about this case, especially the Great Goatinee, or any current or former member of a traveling circus.”

		“Oh, no! The Great Goatinee!” John cried. “I forgot about the Great Goatinee!” He looked at the clock, which had thankfully survived the room’s destruction. It was almost eight p.m.

		“I’ll be right back!” John called as he ran down the hall.

		“Where are you going, Doctor?” Toadius yelled.

		“To save Goatinee! And I’m not a doctor!” John only hoped he could get to the theater in time.

		As he ran as fast as he could, he felt a range of emotions: excitement for solving his case and passing his trial; fear that Gatsby was hurt or worse; nervousness for Goatinee and his act’s success. But most of all, John felt loved.

		Toadius had called him Doctor. Everything he had ever dreamed of was coming true, and nothing in the world could ruin this moment.
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		CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

		The time John got fired.

		Suffice it to say, there will be moments in your life you replay over and over again, wishing you could have made different choices. These are called regrets. If you were ever to ask John Boarhog if he had any regrets, he would say he had many, but three of his biggest ones happened on the same night aboard a cruise ship in the sky.

		John’s first regret was that he’d lost track of time when someone was relying on him. He knew Goatinee needed an assistant—the magician couldn’t perform his trick without one. And though John rushed backstage he was terribly late.

		“Where are you going?” Mr. Fishfighter demanded.

		“I have to help Goatinee!”

		“Too late.” Mr. Fishfighter nodded to the stage. “Goatinee’s already on.”

		“But he needs me.”

		“Too late. You’re fired!” Fishfighter pointed to the door. “The exit is that way.”

		John bowed his head in defeat. Just once in his life he wanted to be happy for more than one minute before his life crashed back into the depths of despair. He was always letting someone down, and this time it was his uncle. The boy was about to go when he heard a wave of laughter from the audience. He peeked around the corner to see Goatinee, center stage, trying to finish a card trick. The mocking guffawing from the audience was overwhelming.

		“You know what?” Goatinee said, his signature smile plastered on his face. “Card tricks are for amateurs.”

		“Then you should go back to school!” someone yelled.

		John opened his mouth to defend his uncle, but another voice spoke first.

		“Shall we take them to school?” A spotlight focused on the audience member as she rose, striking a dramatic pose. It wasn’t a heckler. It was the great ingénieure and magician April Dovely.

		The crowd cheered as she approached the stage. Goatinee took her hand, and they began to perform the Assistant’s Revenge. As Goatinee strapped April into the restraints, he noticed John in the wings, and winked at his nephew before grabbing on to the curtain. A moment later, April stepped out, sweeping the fabric away to reveal a sheepish Goatinee locked in the cage.

		The roof shook with applause. Goatinee had achieved his ultimate goal. He had performed a magic trick without any flaws, gaffes, or injuries. And to top it off, he’d received a standing ovation.

		Everything was perfect. April went to let Goatinee out of his bonds, but as she did, her smile faded. The cuffs wouldn’t come off.

		“What’s wrong?” Goatinee asked.

		“I think these locks are stronger than they look. Are there any locksmiths in the audience?”

		Laughter filled the theater, but the chuckles turned to screams as sparks rained down from the ceiling and a light plummeted toward a trapped Goatinee. April yanked frantically at the locks, and they broke free just in time for Goatinee to scramble to safety.

		John sped onto the stage to make sure his uncle was okay as the giant red curtains were hastily closed and the stage crew poured from the wings.

		“Are you all right?” Goatinee reached out, examining April to make sure she wasn’t injured.

		“Yes,” she answered, eyes wide. “Are you?”

		“I think so.” Goatinee held her tightly. “What was that?”

		“That was the last straw,” Mr. Fishfighter called out. “Pack your stuff, Goat Face. You are FIRED!”

		“What?” John protested. “You can’t fire him. He didn’t do anything.”

		“He shut down the show. Again.” Fishfighter pointed to the now-broken Assistant’s Revenge prop. “Get that junk off my stage.”

		Crew members rushed out to remove the wreckage, but something didn’t sit right with John. Rule Number Six, he thought to himself. Something didn’t fit.

		As Fishfighter barked more orders, and the Great Goatinee pled for his job, John focused on the cord of the fallen light. A piece of equipment that heavy would have pulled the plug out of the wall, or at least have frayed edges. John had learned a lot about lights and electricity while living in the museum. The cord of this lamp had a clean, smooth break. It had been cut.

		“Someone made this light fall,” John announced, pointing to the neat edge. “They cut the wire holding it up.”

		“Yeah? And I just fired him. I will be taking the price of my light out of your pay, Goat Face. You, and I can’t emphasize this enough, ARE FIRED!”

		“But he isn’t to blame,” April insisted.

		Fishfighter glowered. “Do you want to join him?”

		“No.” Goatinee adjusted his coat. “I will get my things.”

		“But, Uncle Kamin—” John pleaded.

		“It is okay, John.” Goatinee put his chin up high as the tears began to roll down his crooked cheeks. “If it’s not good, it’s not the end.”

		“This most certainly is not the end.” Abra K. Dabra stepped onto the stage, his green cloak flowing like a superhero appearing to save a poor innocent from a burning building. “I owe you an enormous apology. I have never seen that trick performed with such excellent comedic timing. I do believe you have found your prestige.”

		“Thank you.” Goatinee hesitated. “That means a lot coming from you.”

		Mr. Fishfighter’s face had gone another few shades redder. “I’m touched. Really, I am. But you’re still fired!”

		“I tell you what, Goatinee,” Abra said, clapping the other magician on the shoulder. “Why don’t you take my old trunks? April’s just finished our new set, and I’d hate for the old ones to go to waste.”

		April raised an eyebrow. “Do you mean it?”

		“Of course. I know I’m a lot to handle, because I demand perfection from my fellow performers.” Abra stuck his hand out to the Great Goatinee. “But when I see talent, I call it out.”

		“Thank you.”

		“I’m just sorry I recognized it a bit too late.” Abra frowned in the way a duck frowns when you take away its lighter.

		“But what now, Uncle Kamin?” John asked. “Will you stay on the ship until we land? You can bunk with me and Wembley if you want.”

		“No way. No how!” Mr. Fishfighter yelled. “You get fired from the ship, you’re expelled from the ship.”

		John gulped. “Are they going to make him walk the plank?”

		“No,” Abra said. “There are shuttles to take him back to a port, and then your dear uncle can travel wherever he wants.”

		“Oh, good.” John blew out a relieved breath. “The rules on this ship are bonkers.”

		April grabbed on to Goatinee’s hand. “If you have to leave, I’m going with you.”

		“You are still under contract!” Abra reminded her.

		“He’s right.” Goatinee moved the hair out of April’s face. “You will land in Rio in less than a week. I will be waiting for you there.”

		“You promise?”

		The Great Goatinee took a step back, clicked his heels together, pulled his shoulders back, and crossed his arms at the wrists. Then, he wrapped his thumbs together and flapped his fingers as if making a bird with his hands. “I swear by the darkness of the night, by the keepers of secrets, and the stealers of dreams, when this ship lands, THE GREAT GOATINEE-NEE-NEE-nee”—he paused for dramatic effect, then bowed—“will always be where you need him.”

		April batted her eyelashes. “Well, I need him by my side.”

		“I tell you what,” Abra said. “How about I take the shuttle down with you and secure your ride? It’s the least I can do for my assistant’s new boyfriend. And when you get to Rio, you can join us on our world tour.”

		“You mean it, Abra?” April practically tackled the man, throwing her arms around his neck.

		“Absolutely! Think of what the three of us could accomplish if we put our minds together.”

		“I will be the greatest assistant you will ever have.” Goatinee promised. He turned to John. “Make sure she is safe. I might not have been the target of this crime.”

		“I promise.” John hugged his uncle one more time. “I’ll miss you.”

		“I mean, of course you will. I am easy to miss.” Goatinee pointed to the broken light, let go of his nephew, and left to pack his things.

		John was glad it was a long walk back to find Toadius. He needed the time to cry, gather his thoughts, and clear his mind. Someone may have killed Gatsby and tried to kill Goatinee. There had to be a connection. But who would want both men out of the way? John wasn’t even sure Gatsby and Goatinee knew each other.

		Though it had only been around a half hour since John had raced from Gatsby’s cabin, everything looked different. The place was covered in markers. Little numbers, letters, and even a symbol of a llama flagged objects around the room.

		“How’s it going?” he asked as he stepped inside, careful not to disturb anything.

		“As good as a murder case can, I suppose,” Toadius said, handing John a pair of paper booties. “Please put these on if you are going to enter the crime scene.”

		John slipped the paper covers over his shoes.

		“How was the show?” Wembley asked. He was sitting on a chair in the corner dressed head-to-toe in paper booties.

		“Okay,” John replied. “Uncle Kamin got fired.”

		“I gather you were too late?” Toadius said as he measured a pane of glass.

		“Yes. Well, no. Sort of.” John scratched his head. “April and Goatinee performed the trick, and it was incredible! But then he got stuck and was almost crushed when a light fell from the ceiling.”

		Toadius nodded as he noted another measurement. “And then he got fired?”

		“Yes,” John felt a lump form in his throat.

		“At least he’ll be able to enjoy the sun for a couple of days,” Toadius said. “He was looking a little pale the last time I saw him.”

		“No, they’re making him take a shuttle boat back to land. All because a stupid trick went wrong.”

		“That makes sense,” Boxelder remarked. “Those Herman locks can be very finicky.”

		“How did you know they were Herman locks?” John asked.

		“You just said the magician got stuck. I simply assumed he was using a Herman lock. Most magicians do.”

		“No.” John took a step back. “They don’t. Houdini locks are much more common. In fact, I only know two magicians who use the Herman—Goatinee and April.”

		“That’s what I meant. The Houdini lock. What was I thinking? It’s been a long day. Please forgive me.”

		“It’s quite all right,” Toadius said, flashing a weary smile. “Perhaps we should resume our efforts in the morning?”

		John stifled a yawn. He suddenly realized he was exhausted, too. “Does one of us need to guard the crime scene?”

		“From whom, my dear?” Boxelder asked.

		“The murderer?” John was beginning to wonder how the commissioner had become the head of the S.O.S. “Rule Number Thirty: The criminal always returns to the scene of the crime.”

		“We know who killed him,” Boxelder said brusquely. “Obviously, it was Polly Cronopolis. She must have come in to get the code to the vault, and when Gatsby refused her, she kicked him out the window.”

		“That is one theory.” Toadius frowned. “In any case, I think we’ve logged everything, and the good doctor is correct. We wouldn’t want Housekeeping to accidently clean the room. Someone should inform—what is that lovely French woman’s name?”

		“Mora,” John replied. “Mora Doaponi.”

		Wembley giggled. “Her parents must have loved butterflies.”

		Toadius swiveled to face the boy. “Whatever do you mean?” He looked as though he’d seen a UFO or forgotten to turn off the stove.

		“Morado aponi.” Wembley spun around in his chair. “It’s a purple butterfly.”

		John froze. “What did you say?”

		“I read it in that butterfly book you gave me.” Wembley clapped his hands together. “I really love flutterbies!”

		“She’s already stolen the paintings!” Toadius called out before tearing from the room.

		“Come on, Wembley!” John cried, chasing after the inspector.

		“What are we doing?”

		“We’re going to catch a Moth!” John yelled, already halfway down the hall.

		Madam Dorset-Horne must have heard the commotion. She opened her door and stuck her head out. “What on earth is happening?” she demanded.

		“They found a Moth, and something do to with a painting!” Wembley squeaked as he ran by.

		“Wait for me!” Madam Dorset-Horne cried, joining the pack.

		Boxelder had also taken off at the mention of the Moth. John thought she must have been an Olympic runner in a past life because she soon passed him and drew up beside Toadius, matching him stride for stride without breaking a sweat. “Where are we going?” she asked.

		“We need to stop the Great Goatinee’s boat from leaving.” Toadius swung his umbrella wildly, and passengers jumped to the walls to clear the way. “He’s not the only one getting a lift off this ship!”
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		CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

		The time John met Keith.

		Since I’m an only child, I never had the pleasure or discomfort of having siblings. True, I never had to share, and I got my own room, but I also missed out on always having someone to play with, and late nights of giggling while our parents yelled for us to go to sleep. I suppose being an only child has its perks, but I would be lying if I said I didn’t wish I had had a partner in crime. I only bring up being a lone child because family, as you already know and John had learned, is often chosen, not born into. John was an only child, but if he were to have a sibling, he would hope they’d treat him exactly as Wembley Quokkas did.

		“Hey, mate. You hungry?” Wembley asked, running up next to John. “You can share this candy bar with me.”

		“We don’t have time to eat,” John replied, panting.

		“Well, I agree. It’s just you get a little crabby when you haven’t eaten, and I know we’re about to break yet another case. I worry about you.”

		“That’s very kind, but I think I’m good.”

		The boys finally caught up with Commissioner Boxelder and the inspector at the elevator. Madam Dorset-Horne and Falcon managed to slide into the car just as the doors were about to close.

		“I’m not going to take no for an answer, mate. Chew on this.” Wembley insisted, handing half of the candy bar over.

		John begrudgingly ate it, and he had to admit, he felt a little better. “Thanks.”

		“No worries,” Wembley said as they stepped into the bracing night air of the Sky deck.

		The Sky deck was the highest deck on the ship. It was used only in the event of emergencies, and was off-limits to anyone but members of the crew. This night was no exception.

		A scattering of workers prepared the shipment boats as the Great Goatinee huddled close to April murmuring his goodbyes, while the Mountain and Kana Rai helped their friend load his trunks onto a small dinghy.

		“WAIT!” Toadius hollered. “PUT THAT LUGGAGE DOWN!”

		The trunks hit the deck with a resounding thunk.

		“What is the meaning of this?” Abra demanded, stepping off the dingy.

		“I’m afraid these cases can’t leave this ship.” Toadius swung his umbrella at them as if he were trying to fight a windmill.

		“Why not?” Kana asked.

		“You are about to be accessories in the theft of priceless paintings.” Toadius motioned toward the pile of luggage. “Ms. Dovely, I do believe you made these trunks.”

		April nodded. “I did.”

		“Then, if you wouldn’t mind?”

		April approached one of the trunks. She tapped twice on the top, then pressed one of the rivets, which sank into the side.

		A button, John thought.

		A panel popped open, and to everyone’s surprise—well, everyone but Toadius’s—resting inside, wrapped in a white linen cloth, was Daisy, the spring painting.

		Toadius waved his umbrella in an arc. “I assume there is one hidden in each trunk.”

		Goatinee put his hands in the air. “I didn’t do this.”

		“I know you didn’t.” Toadius turned his attention to the dinghy. “You might as well come out.”

		Everyone standing on the deck turned to see who Toadius was addressing. Drifting from the shadows came the sound of clapping, and then Mora Doaponi elegantly emerged from her hiding place and stepped on deck. “You never cease to amaze me.” Her French accent was gone. She reached up a purple-gloved hand, removing a black wig, and her red waves cascaded down her shoulders.

		Toadius tilted his chin up. “Hello, Polly.”

		She dropped into a curtsy. “How did you figure it out? Was it because I said, ‘I hope you find what you are searching for’?”

		“No,” Toadius admitted with a shrug. “I’m afraid it wasn’t me who had that honor. It was Mr. Quokkas.”

		“Wait, what? I did?” Wembley asked, and then stood straighter. “I mean, I did!”

		“It was the name,” John explained. “When Wembley was stuck in the infirmary, I let him borrow the book on butterflies. Morado aponi is a kind of purple butterfly.”

		“Well, I would have gone with Papillon mauve, but it didn’t have the same ring to it.”

		“Where is the real maid?” Captain Cloudhopper demanded as she pushed through the growing circle of curious onlookers, Mr. Corvus on her heels.

		“I don’t know,” replied Pickles, dropping down onto one of the trunks. “Probably still in New York. Traffic can be terrible.”

		“Well,” the captain sputtered, “you are under arrest!”

		Pickles gazed up innocently. “For what? I didn’t do anything wrong.”

		Madam Dorset-Horne glared, growling. She was shaking so much, she could barely raise her hand to point at Pickles. “You tried to smuggle my invaluable paintings off the ship.”

		Falcon growled, his glare perhaps even fiercer than his owner’s.

		“I did no such thing. I tried to catch a ride off the ship, and there’s nothing illegal about that. I would have waited until we landed to steal the paintings.”

		“Well, if you didn’t hide the paintings in the trunks,” asked Mr. Corvus, “then who did?”

		“Abra K. Dabra!” John answered. “Or should I say, Keith.”

		The famous magician sniffed. “I have no idea what you are referring to.”

		“You sabotaged Goatinee’s trick so he’d be fired, then you gave him your old trunks knowing the paintings were already stashed inside. That’s why you made April make new ones. The night of the captain’s dinner, you used Goatinee’s smoke bomb as cover to steal the paintings, and you replaced them with the fakes.”

		“That is absurd.” Abra’s nose twitched.

		“The doctor is right,” Pickles chimed in. “That’s why I didn’t steal them. One glance, and I knew the ones on the wall weren’t real. I assumed it was Toadius’s idea to switch them.”

		“No,” John continued, focusing once again on Abra. “You volunteered to take Goatinee down to port, where you planned to slip the real paintings from the trunks and hide them until you had a chance to come back and collect them.”

		“Uh…” Wembley shifted from foot to foot. “That still doesn’t explain why you called him Keith.”

		“I was just about to get there.” John looked over at Toadius. “Is this how you feel when you have to explain every detail?”

		“Yes. Yes, it is. One time, I had to use a box of crayons to show Detective Brownie how someone robbed a bank.”

		“We don’t have all night, Froggy.” Pickles yawned dramatically. “Get on with it.”

		“Okay, sorry. I’ll make my point. Or I guess two points,” John cut in, flashing Pickles a dirty look. “The first came to me when I asked myself how Keith could pull off this robbery alone. And the answer, of course, is that he couldn’t. You see, he had a twin.”

		Wembley gaped at his friend. “There are two Abras?”

		“No. He doesn’t have an identical twin. But twins don’t have to be identical. Do they, Commissioner Boxelder?”

		Toadius turned to face Abra, and then let out a loud laugh. “Keith, your skin did clear up!”

		“That’s why the Society is on this voyage. Not because of my trials. When you found out Toadius and I would be aboard, you had to figure out how to keep us occupied. You knew that Jacob Gatsby and Toadius were rivals and would spend their time trying to one-up each other, so you had Gatsby judge my trials. You got me out of the way by putting me on the dog case, and that meant Toadius and I wouldn’t be able to talk. You asked Sully Sullivan to judge because you know he almost failed Toadius. Just like any good magician, you provided the perfect distraction. Then, all you had to do was wait until we landed, and voilà. You’d be able to use contacts you acquired from the S.O.S. to sell the paintings and ride off into the sunset.”

		Boxelder sneered. “Very good. You were right, McGee. The boy is S.O.S. material. But good luck proving any of your little theory in court.”

		“She’s correct, Toadius,” Captain Cloudhopper said. “There isn’t any concrete proof, and since the paintings were never actually stolen, I can’t confine either Boxelder or Abra to the brig.”

		“Gatsby must have figured it out, and that’s why they silenced him,” John added. He hoped that faced with so many witnesses, one of the twins would break, but they kept their mouths locked tighter than a Houdini in the rain.

		“I think this is the part where we wait for our lawyer,” Boxelder said, then pressed her lips together.

		“It’s too bad Mr. Gatsby isn’t here to tell us what he knew.” Wembley put his hand to his heart. “Poor Mr. Gatsby. He will be missed.”

		Toadius wheeled around to face Wembley. “What did you say?”

		“I said it’s too bad that Gatsby is dead, or he could’ve told us what he knew.”

		“No, after that.”

		“Oh.” Wembley gave a shaky smile. “That he’ll be missed.”

		“Exactly.” Toadius looked around the deck franticly. “Quick! Open all of the secret compartments in the trunks. We don’t have much time.”

		Everyone sprang into action. Madam Dorset-Horne set Falcon on the ground, and the little dog scrambled to one of the trunks, barking and scratching frantically.

		“He’s in there!” Kana cried. “Gatsby smells like cedar, and cedar is Falcon’s favorite scent.”

		“Well, I’ll be a koala’s uncle!” Wembley exclaimed. “Kana, I take it back. You do do great research.”

		April ran over to the trunk and pressed the right button to release the escape door. Gatsby rolled out of the compartment, gasping for air.

		“You couldn’t kill him,” Toadius explained, “because you knew he would be missed. Once the S.O.S. found out one of their own had been murdered, there wouldn’t be a country on the planet where you’d be safe.”

		Gatsby reached in his pocket and pulled out a green notebook much like Toadius’s diary. “In here.” His voice was raspy. “Boxelder. Thief.”

		“Yes, we caught her,” Toadius said soothingly.

		The Mountain grabbed hold of both Keith and Rachel Boxelder, lifting them off the ground.

		“Don’t worry, Jacob. You’re safe.” Toadius helped the man to his feet.

		“Polly?” Gatsby’s gaze locked on Pickles, who was still perched on the trunk. “You…you caught her?”

		She waved. “More like I turned myself in. How are you, Jacob?”

		“I’ve been better. I seem to have lost my cane.”

		“Here, use my umbrella,” Toadius offered.

		“Thank you.” He pointed it at Pickles, pressed a button on the handle, and a small net shot from the ferrule, wrapping around the criminal mastermind. “I caught the Mauve Moth.”

		And then Jacob Gatsby collapsed to the ground.

		“You know, I loathe you,” Toadius muttered.

		Jacob groaned. “Not as much as I detest you.”

		

		—

		The next day arrived with little drama. John reached the docking bay in time to see Jacob off. The Boxelder twins were in chains and were being marched onto a supply ship. John cautiously approached the detective who was packing up the Sisters of the Seasons.

		“I believe that’s the lot.” Gatsby slapped John on his shoulder. “Came to see me off, did you, old boy?”

		John shrugged. “Actually, I was looking for Toadius.”

		“I assume he’s camped himself in the brig making sure Ms. Cronopolis doesn’t escape.” Jacob limped over to the shuttle.

		“I’m glad you’re taking the paintings with you. It’s too dangerous for priceless art to be aboard a moving target.”

		“I would agree with you, but these aren’t the real paintings.” Jacob finished packing Summer into her crate. “I’m logging the forgeries into evidence. The real paintings belong to Her Majesty’s Royal Air Armada. The captain has assured me they’ll be locked in the vault until Ms. Cronopolis is safely transported.”

		“Why don’t you take her with you?” John asked. “You’re taking Boxelder and her brother to jail anyway.”

		“I suppose McGee is still worried I’ll steal Polly away from him.” Gatsby saluted. “Keep your ears washed, kid. I’ll see you back in New York.”

		“Fly safe,” John replied, still wishing he knew what had really happened.

		“Hopefully, I won’t have to fly at all! I think I’ll leave that job to the pilot. Oh, and Mr. Boarhog. Congratulations on solving your first case. I hope that Sullivan passes you. But a warning: with Boxelder’s ploy, I wouldn’t be surprised if the old man makes you take the trail again.”

		John’s heart sank a little, but he nodded. “Thank you, Director.”

		“No problem, kid.” Gatsby flashed his famous smile.

		John didn’t wait around to watch Gatsby take off. Instead, he made his way to the brig. Polly was there, and that meant Toadius would be close by. He wanted answers. He’d solved his case—two cases, actually—and nothing was going to stop him from finally finding out if Toadius was actually his father.

		As John slipped through the door, he saw the inspector standing against the back wall, and everything he wanted to say burst out of him like a pinata that just had been struck by bat held by a member of the Brooklyn Bombers.

		“Okay, I solved my case—actually I solved two cases. I’m sorry I’ve been a brat, I shouldn’t have read your diary, but in my defense, I thought you put it in the pile, and I found a letter from my mom. It was addressed to Ozzy…who is a clown. You were a clown. Not a clown clown, but a clown in a circus, which is a clown, but that isn’t all you are…. You’re like me. You break the rules. She told you not to find me, but you did anyway. She wanted to protect me from my dad. So, she wanted to protect me from you, right? I guess what I am trying to say is can you just tell me, are you my dad or not?”

		“Doctor, beware of pirates!”

		“That’s not an answer! Yeah, yeah. I stopped hanging out with the Hive. They’re pirates. You were right. Now, why won’t you tell me the truth?”

		“No, I mean those pirates,” Toadius shouted, pointing over John’s shoulder.

		The young detective swiveled around slowly. Standing behind him were the most vile, hideous, and possibly smelliest group of pirates he’d ever seen.

		John threw his hands into the air. “Oh, come on!”
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		CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

		The time John met the captain of the sky pirates.

		What was supposed to be a relaxing vacation had turned into a fiasco. So far, John had caught a monkey, tried to stop an execution, gone viral, assisted a magician, made his first best friend, almost killed his first best friend, found a missing dog, foiled an international art heist, uncovered a mole in the S.O.S., caught the Mauve Moth, finished his first trial, and had his first ice-cream sammie. And now he had to deal with actual pirates? John never thought he’d miss living in the ceiling of the New York Museum of Natural History, but after this trip, he’d give anything for a homemade hammock and a good book.

		“Why are there pirates here?” John asked, backing up until he reached Toadius.

		“They’re here for me, I’m afraid,” Pickles answered. “You didn’t think I was on the ship simply to steal a few silly paintings, did you?”

		Toadius didn’t say anything. Once again, he’d walked right into Pickles’s trap.

		John glanced over at his mentor. “What’s she talking about?”

		“The Mauve Moth’s target was never the paintings,” Toadius explained. “She intends to steal the entire ship.”

		John turned to face Pickles. “What would you do with a whole ship?”

		“I don’t want the ship, but the pirates do, so I struck a bargain with them. They help me escape, and they can keep the ship.” She stepped back expectantly, but scowled when nothing happened. “Excuse me, sir, I think you forgot something,” she said, motioning toward the lock.

		“Nope,” one of the pirates replied. He had an eye patch, a green beard, and a toothless smile that only made him appear creepier. He held up a crude drawing of a stick man with a blue bowler hat and a smaller stick man with brown scribbles for hair. “Cap’n said to gather the two in the picture. I don’t see no lady. Leave her here.”

		“But we had a deal!” Pickles sputtered. “You can’t back out of a pirate deal!”

		“Ah, methinks you had a deal with the old captain,” a second pirate, who looked a bit like a parrot, squawked. “Alas, he ain’t captain no more.”

		“What? NO!” Pickles shook the bars on the cell. “This isn’t right! We had a deal!”

		The pirates grunted and hollered as they led John and Toadius to the Lido deck. John couldn’t tell if he had been transported into a pirate-themed birthday party gone terribly wrong or if he was being marched into a pirate’s actual birthday party going exactly as planned. Like a miniature Tortuga, pirates looted the stores and eateries lining the center of the ship. They took selfies with the flashing neon signs before smashing them. Clothing boutiques and souvenir shops were flooded with pirates trying on funny shirts and sunglasses. Even Build-a-Bat was packed with pirates making their own wombat stuffed animals. It had been days since John had stepped foot on the ship, and now, he was back to where it had all started. The atrium didn’t seem as friendly as when he’d first arrived. Instead of a smiling crew in matching white uniforms, he was met by a group of dirty, leering pirates.

		Captain Cloudhopper and Mr. Corvus had been bound to one of the mermaid statues. Not only had Goatinee, April, and Mr. Fishfighter been tied to one another, but they’d been handcuffed together, too. When John saw Kana’s face, he knew she was as scared as he felt. She had been shackled to oversized chains running along the outside of the atrium. Her father was a few feet away, wrapped tightly by two heavy chains, his feet shackled to what appeared to be a bowling ball and a paint can filled with cement. John stepped forward, determined to help her, but Toadius stopped him with a firm hand on his shoulder.

		“Don’t make any sudden moves. We are outnumbered.”

		“How did pirates even get to the ship?” John demanded.

		“Obviously, they are sky pirates, and by the looks of them, I would say they are the infamous PieRats.”

		Toadius was correct. At least fifty pirates surrounded them. The horde consisted of humans, animals, lumberjacks, and at least one man who was dressed in a giant rat costume and held pies in each hand.

		“When I give the signal,” Toadius whispered to his ward, “I want you to untie the captain.”

		“Okay…what’s the signal?”

		“Precisely.” The inspector winked.

		“No, I mean what are you going to say?”

		But it was too late. Toadius stepped in front of John. “If I’m not mistaken, I’d like to parley with Captain Neckbeard.” He was remarkably calm for a man facing a ship full of pirates.

		“No can do.” One of the sailors snickered. “He ain’t our captain anymore.”

		“I’m still first mate,” a person with an ironic T-shirt and a scraggly beard yelled from within the crowd. “And the band’s social media manager!”

		“Yeah,” some of the other pirates grumbled in support of their old captain.

		“Well, it’s good to see you doing the thing you love the most,” Toadius replied, tipping his hat.

		Neckbeard stuck his nose in the air. “I’m giving this ship one-and-a-half stars. I should’ve known from the name that the experience was going to be over-the-top.”

		“Well, if you don’t like it, you could always try to plunder a different vessel,” Captain Cloudhopper suggested.

		“Now, now.” Toadius raised his hands. “I’m sure we can find something on the Bouteille you’d like to plunder.”

		“Doubt it.” The man’s pale face scrunched up. “This ship’s a rehash of the Titanic and is now directly responsible for the ruination of my childhood.”

		“Well, that is quite a lot to unpack. Let’s move on for the moment, shall we?” By this point, the inspector had drifted to a spot at the exact center of the atrium.

		If you know anything about acoustics, you will be familiar with the idea that when you stand directly beneath a domed ceiling, the room’s sound bounces off it, allowing you to hear even the slightest whisper from any corner. It also means your own voice will be amplified.

		Toadius took advantage of both of these facts. “I would like to parley.” His voice sounded like it was coming from inside John’s head. “By rules laid out in the Pirate Code of 2003, initiated by the Pirate Council of Captains Elliott, Rossio, Beattie, and Wolpert, a man can claim parley and no harm will come to him or his crew until terms are settled. Now, which one of you is the new captain.”

		A clinking sound echoed down the deck. CLINK. The crew moved out of the way, making a path for a pirate who was rather tall—a good foot taller than Toadius. John had encountered many pirates over the years in movies and books, but never had he seen a figure more terrifying than the monster making its way into the circle.

		A deep, crimson scar cut across the fellow’s left eye, allowing it to open little more than a slit. The word chainsaw was tattooed in faded blue ink across his chest, and his peg leg appeared to be a plunger with the security tag still attached. Slung over his shoulder was a large rope. The man took another few steps forward, dragging something loudly behind him. “Which one of you asked for the captain?” he demanded in a voice that sounded like a woodchipper that had been autotuned.

		“That would be me.” Toadius bowed slightly. “I am here to discuss terms, Captain…?”

		“I ain’t no captain.” Chainsaw and the rest of the pirates moved out of the way, leaving a clear view of the atrium’s sweeping archway. Surrounding the Bouteille were a half dozen airships, vessels of all kinds from pontoons to ski boats to gondolas. There was a yacht, a sailboat, and even a Viking longship. And each was tied to a giant cartoon balloon. John gaped at the sight—the balloons were all from the previous year’s Thanksgiving Day parade.

		“All right, Captain. All clear!” Chainsaw called out, then tugged on the rope.

		A large inflatable green frog rose, blocking the view of the other ships. Its arms and legs flailed in the sky, and as John watched, a pirate ship was pulled into view. Standing at the helm was a figure who could be none other than the new captain.

		The gold buttons of his maroon jacket glinted as he moved. His beady eyes peeked out from beneath a large black hat sporting a feather that matched the jacket.

		Captain Amelia Cloudhopper’s gasp bounced off the atrium walls as the pirate king bared his perfectly white fangs.

		He looked up and spoke only two words. Two words that would echo in the nightmares of every passenger on board for years to come. Two words that made even the great Toadius McGee shiver in his boots. Two words that, in no uncertain terms, meant certain death for every person on the ship.

		“Eek, eek.”
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		CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

		The time John stopped time.

		Only four days had passed since Shim-Sham shot off of the ship with his bottle rocket, and believe me when I say, it had been a busy four days for the monkey. One second, he’d been flying along, minding his own business, and the next he was caught in a sky-pirate net.

		Sky pirating was once a very lucrative career path, but with the decline of hot-air ballooning and an increase in online discount travel companies, most people travel via airplane these days. I don’t believe I have to tell you how difficult it is to rob a 747 flying at five hundred sixty-seven miles per hour.

		The PieRats were just about to give up on the sky pirating business and start a healthy pizza delivery company, Pie-in-the-Sky Pizza Patrol. (Chainsaw had come up with the name, and it won in a 198–1 vote. Neckbeard felt the name talked down to pizza lovers.)

		But then a miracle happened. Her Majesty’s Royal Air Armada decided to take their luxury cruises up into the wild blue yonder. Suddenly, business was booming, and the pirate collective was back on its feet. After many successful endeavors, they were headed back to their headquarters in Chicago, when they made an unexpected capture.

		Shim-Sham had been released from the net and given a job as a cabin boy, but when you work hard and have ambition, you can rise fast in the corporate world. And of course, by work hard and have ambition, I mean, Shim-Sham systematically cheated, conned, and manipulated his way up the ranks. By noon on the first day, he’d become captain.

		Now standing in all his splendor, Captain Shim-Sham, scourge of the seven skies, was about to have his revenge.

		“Eek, eek,” Captain Shim-Sham announced as he jumped onto the deck of the Bouteille.

		“I am looking at you,” Toadius said. “Yes, you are the captain now.”

		“Eek, eek.” Captain Shim-Sham dragged his finger across his neck. The eager pirates took the monkey’s command as an invitation to advance.

		Toadius raised his left hand while placing his right behind his back. Shielded from view, he stretched out five digits. Five. “Uh-uh-uh. I claim parley.”

		“Eek, eek.” Shim-Sham crossed his arms, and his crew drew their weapons.

		“I most certainly can,” Toadius argued, pulling a spoon out of his pocket. “I’ve plundered this spoon from one of the eateries, and therefore, I can not only claim the rights of a sky pirate, but, I can also claim that this ship has been under my control four a while.”

		Shim-Sham should have known the inspector would be familiar with the Pirate Code of 2003. Toadius was renowned for his love of pancakes, Earl Grey tea, and pirate-themed amusement park attractions. The pirate law clearly stated: Finders keepers, losers weepers.”

		“Eek, eek,” Shim-Sham cackled.

		“I accept!” Toadius carefully took off his jacket, then began to roll up his sleeves. “I will now best your top three men.”

		“What are you doing?” John whispered harshly.

		“According to pirate law, because I stole from the ship, I have claim to the Bouteille. Now, another pirate captain can challenge me for my booty. But don’t worry. I get to pick the weapon.”

		“Eek, eek?” Shim-Sham asked.

		“Hmm…” Toadius considered for a moment. “I choose these two fingers.”

		Toadius raised his pointer and thumb. Shim-Sham tilted his head, confused, as the inspector moved his hand up to his lips.

		“ONE!” Toadius signaled John, then blew, producing an eardrum-shattering whistle that ricocheted off the atrium’s marble. The pirates should have been covering their ears and wincing.

		Unfortunately, pirates frequently use cannons in their day-to-day, and so most of them were wearing ear plugs. Shim-Sham pulled wads of cotton from his ears and screeched.

		And with that, what would come to be known as the “The Great Sky Fiasco” began. Pirates from the myriad of other balloon ships poured onto the Bouteille, swinging in on ropes and floating down with parachutes made of extra-large briefs. John even saw one with some kind of kite strapped to his back.

		John clutched at his ears as he ran to Captain Cloudhopper’s side, then scrambled to untie the ropes. Once Mr. Corvus’s arms were free, he ripped away the remaining restraints securing the captain and himself, then grabbed the nearest pirate and tossed him across the atrium. The scoundrel’s sword bounced off the floor, slamming into the mermaid statue right next to Goatinee’s hands.

		“Let’s get a move on so I can fire these pirates!” Mr. Fishfighter yelled at Goatinee.

		“I’ll take care of the cuffs, if you can do the ropes?” April suggested.

		Goatinee dipped his head. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

		And with a snap, the performers and their firing-happy boss were free.

		“Get the captain to safety!” Corvus commanded as he took on a group of pirates. Even though he was three times their size, they had the advantage in numbers.

		John and the captain tried to run, but a pirate with two eye patches and a wooden arm grabbed John around the waist. With a quick twist, John shoved the pirate to the ground, still clutching the prosthetic limb.

		“Here, I’m trusting you with this remote,” Captain Cloudhopper said to John. “They’ll try to take me first. Whatever you do, you must not let this get into Shim-Sham’s greedy paws. I’ll distract them and see if we can drop anchor.”

		John slid the remote into his pocket before pushing forward. But the pirates were too many, and he and Captain Cloudhopper had no choice but to double back. Using some of the severed ropes as a whip, the captain managed to keep a group of advancing pirates at bay. In an impressive puff of smoke, Goatinee appeared into the circle just in time to catch a backflipping April in his arms.

		“Toadius, we’re surrounded,” John cried, using the wooden arm to deflect a sword.

		“Yes,” the inspector replied. “It would seem I miscalculated.”

		John dodged another slash. “What do we do now?”

		“Rule Number Thirty-Three, my dear boy. One great detective cannot make a squad, but a squad can make a detective great.” Toadius tipped his hat to the side. “Kamin, it’s time we show these rapscallions what happens when they mess with circus people.”

		“Are you thinking Bearded Lady?” Goatinee asked.

		Toadius grunted as he disarmed a pirate with his umbrella. “I was hoping for a Lion Tamer.”

		The Great Goatinee did some quick math in his head. “Not enough room. How about a High Flying Adored, Three Girls from Albuquerque, and a So the Kid Can Tickle the Bear?”

		“We aren’t as young as we once were. How about the Tickle the Bear and a Fire Breather?”

		“Impossible! Shim-Sham will see that coming.”

		“Gentlemen.” April pulled her signature pencil from her hair. “We don’t have all day. How about Goose, Goose, Duck into a Three-Ring Circus?”

		“I really like her,” Toadius said.

		“Then it’s decided. Three-Ring Circus.” Goatinee cracked his neck. “I’ll be the right ring.”

		“You sure you don’t want center?”

		“Holy Houdini!” April scolded. “What is this? Congress? I will take center. Detectives to the right. Thieves to the left.”

		Toadius grinned. “Yes, ma’am!”

		“I am madly in love with you,” Goatinee said, meeting April’s eyes.

		“I know.” She patted his cheek, then back handsprang into the middle of the circle. “Goose!”

		Toadius and Goatinee each took a step to the left, and the entire hero circle rotated counterclockwise.

		“Wait, what’s a Three-Ring Circus?” John asked, stumbling along with the rest of the group.

		“There are three things pirates are afraid of: fire, ticking clocks, and taking baths. When Ms. Dovely gets to Duck, do not think. Take this, and give me that.” Toadius handed John his umbrella, swapping it for the wood arm. “Just tumble forward and press the tip of the umbrella into Hiroto’s chains. The Mountain will do the rest.”

		“GOOSE!” April yelled.

		Goatinee and Toadius stepped forward, while Captain Cloudhopper put her hand on John’s shoulders, signaling him that they were switching directions.

		“Eek, EEK!” Shim-Sham screamed, realizing their next move one moment too late.

		“DUCK!”

		John did as he’d been instructed and rolled forward, a wise choice, as the second April shouted her message, Goatinee spun in what would be the left ring of a circus tent, spitting fire into the air. The pirates instinctively ducked; they didn’t want their outfits singed.

		John stabbed at the heavy chains securing Hiroto and Kana with Toadius’s umbrella, which created just enough give that the Mountain was able to break a few links. A shower of metal scattered across the deck—the perfect cover for the inspector.

		Stepping to the right, Toadius raised the wooden arm into Goatinee’s fire, then tossed his impromptu torch. The arm’s fingers clamped down onto a nearby pipe. An especially dirty pirate, seeing that Toadius was now unarmed, took advantage of the opening.

		The good news for the pirate was that the inspector’s weapon was struck twelve feet in the air. The bad news was that the pipe around which the fist was locked happened to be a part of the ship’s sprinkler system. And since said arm was merrily burning away, water began raining down, flooding the atrium.

		The pirates slipped and slid on the wet marble like some sort of clown show.

		The time for April’s center-stage finish had thankfully arrived. “Mr. Fishfighter?”

		“Yeah, dollface?”

		“Would you mind firing that pirate?” she asked politely.

		“Sure thing.” Mr. Fishfighter grabbed on to an oddly round bandit, rolling him like a bowling ball across the deck, and straight into nine more of his compatriots. “Strike! And you’re all fired!”

		With the pirate’s attention occupied elsewhere, Captain Cloudhopper ran toward her chief security officer. “No one puts Captain in a corner, Mr. Corvus.”

		Mr. Corvus nodded and began to run at the captain, who leapt into the air. Corvus grabbed onto her hips and lifted her up over his head. As the captain stretched out her legs and arms, Corvus spun in circles. The two looked like figure skaters as they tornadoed through the crowd of pirates.

		“Eek, eek!” Shim-Sham jabbed a paw at the captain. A group of his pirate crew broke off to give chase.

		The little monkey paused, surveying the chaos, and then locked eyes with John. In that gaze, the young detective could see Shim-Sham’s anger and pain, but he was surprised to find that despite the monkey’s menace, John didn’t feel afraid. Not until Shim-Sham turned his evil little head to take in Kana, who was still chained to the anchor.

		A cold fear washed over the young detective as he remembered the captain’s last words: she was going to drop the anchor.

		Knowing he likely only had seconds, John reached into his pocket, searching for the remote. If he hit the button, Kana’s boots would stick to the ship and maybe the magnets could hold the anchor in place.

		But right as he was about to press the button, a banana sailed through the air, knocking the remote out of his hand. John looked up to see a leering Shim-Sham holding up another fruity boomerang.

		John didn’t have time to worry about the monkey’s aim.

		He fought his way toward his friend, ducking and dodging privateers and a private eye. He twirled and twisted around magicians and stage managers. He slid and sailed under a strong man locked in battle with a Chainsaw, all the while dodging banana missiles.

		He was almost there. Kana was inches from his fingertips.

		John would never forget Kana Rai’s face. How happy she was to see him. How different her expression was from the first time they’d met. Despite everything they’d been through, they’d managed to become friends. He smiled at her, and as he did, her relief shifted to terror.

		John dove, grabbing the remote. He smashed down on the button, but he’d been wrong.

		He watched, frozen, as his friend was dragged out of the atrium, her body sliding across the deck of the ship and out of view.
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		CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

		The time John found a map.

		Regrettably, time is a very complex concept. In some situations, it seems to fly by, while in others, it can feel like it hardly moves at all. I admit, I know very little about time travel and how it works, but I do know that if John could reverse time, he would return to the moment before he boarded the ship. He would have turned to Toadius and said, “We should let Shim-Sham go. He won’t be a problem now that he’s on the run.”

		If only John had had the ability to control time, he could have saved his friend. But that was unfortunately one skill John Randel Boarhog did not possess. And by the looks of the rest of those gathered in the atrium, they didn’t, either.

		The young detective tried to get to his feet, but his shoes were too heavy. In fact, they were stuck to the deck. Green lights glowed around them. Not only was he “locked down,” but so were all of the others around him.

		This could have meant a fate worse than death, until John realized that every one of the marauders had metal on their person—metal hooks and metal-studded peg legs, metal earrings, and giant metal belt buckles.

		John’s attention shifted from pinned pirates to a small figure hiding behind one of the mermaids in the corner. A round, and dare I say, sneaky Australian boy named Wembley Danger Quokkas.

		“G’day, mate!” Wembley called, before taking in the rather puzzling scene. “I don’t want to alarm you, but I think we might be under attack. Oh, you dropped this.”

		A small green light blinked in the boy’s hands. The remote. And then Cloudhopper’s concerns became clear: if Shim-Sham had gotten his mangy paws on the remote, he could lock down every person on the ship. Not a single piece of metal could be lifted off the ground until the magnet floor was deactivated. Meaning…

		“KANA!” John yelled.

		“Where is she?” Wembley did a quick scan of the deck.

		John tried to lunge, but he, like everyone else, was still stuck. “I can’t…She—”

		“Oh, here!” Wembley started toward John. “Should I turn this off?”

		“NO!”

		Wembley stumbled back. “Sorry. I’ll stay over here, then.”

		“Wait.” John tried shifting again, with no better luck. “How can you move around?”

		“Well, I suppose it’s because I’m not wearing any shoes. Funniest thing. This morning, when I went to put them on, I realized they wouldn’t fit. I said, ‘Mums…my shoe doesn’t fit, and they—’ ”

		“Your shoes didn’t fit?”

		“Nope. The mums said they’d get me a new pair at one of the ship shops, but until then…” Wembley wiggled his toes. “You know going shoeless is quite freeing.”

		John squirmed around to untie his shoes, then carefully pulled his feet out. He didn’t waste another second as he raced for the edge of the deck, hoping with everything he had that this theory was right. He turned the corner, following deep grooves where the anchor had dug into the floor, past the pools, and over the railing, chuckling half-heartedly when he realized it was almost the same path they’d taken when he’d chased Sully Sullivan his first day on the ship.

		But as John neared the edge, his hope evaporated. He was too late. Instead of the anchor, there was only a gigantic hole in the railing.

		John fell to his knees. When Wembley caught up and, panting, dropped beside his friend, the tears flowed freely down both boys’ faces.

		John wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

		“She’s not gone. She’s just really annoyed.”

		John spun around to see Kana sitting next to a metal tree, trying to catch her breath.

		He jumped up and ran over to her, wrapping his arms around her torso, and definitely not helping her oxygen intake. Wembley wasn’t far behind.

		Kana would never willingly admit that she liked being hugged by her friends, but I can safely say it was among the happiest moments of her life.

		“Great.” Her sarcastic tone was muffled by Wembley’s squeezing. “Is this going to become a thing?”

		John laughed. “Us almost dying or hugs?”

		“Isn’t that the same thing?” Kana grinned.

		“How did you escape?” John asked when he finally took a step back.

		“I didn’t. I was saved.”

		Just then, John caught a trace of lilacs in the air. He knew that perfume, and he knew the dangers that accompanied it.

		“Pickles! Come on. We don’t have much time!”

		“But what about the pirates?” Wembley panted, as he tried to keep stride with his friends.

		“The pirates are a bit stuck.” The sound of Toadius’s voice stopped John short as the inspector and the group of circus performers caught up.

		Corvus and the Captain rounded the corner, followed by a small group of shoeless armed crew members.

		There are many things cruise ship crews are good at. One of the lesser known skills is that they are very adept at making weapons out of common household items. Armed with mops and pool floaties, scoopers and hot sauce-laced ice-cream shakes, Captain Cloudhopper and the crew of the Bouteille were ready for battle.

		“Inspector,” the captain called, using a cocktail tray as a shield and plunger as a sword. “I think if we focus our efforts on the stern, we can probably push past the puny pirates promptly.”

		Toadius tipped his bowler at a dangerous angle. “Perfect.”

		Hiroto fell to his knees weeping when he realized his daughter was safe. He snatched her into his arms, squeezing her tightly.

		“Oh, great! More hugs,” Kana said, obviously enjoying the attention.

		“Toadius!” John practically tackled his guardian. “Pickles escaped. She’s going for the paintings!”

		“Inspector, you stop the Moth, and we’ll handle the pirates,” Captain Cloudhopper instructed. “Once they’ve all been collected, we can turn off the magnet.”

		“And put our shoes back on!” Mr. Corvus wiggled his toes.

		“Oh, good,” Wembley said. “It would be terrible if one of them escaped.”

		“Eek, eek.”

		Although Shim-Sham was a pirate captain, he hadn’t been one long enough to have any metal limbs or fancy metal accessories.

		As the sun peaked, the eastern winds blew across the deck. Shim-Sham’s fur ruffled in the warm breeze. John was reminded of a book he had read about two cowboys who were to duel at high noon. The ship had become as unpredictable as the Wild West, and John wouldn’t have been surprised if a tumbleweed rolled between the inspector and the monkey.

		“It’s over, Shim-Sham,” Toadius warned. “Surrender.”

		Shim-Sham pointed toward the group. “Eek, eek.”

		“What do you mean it’s too late? It’s never too late to start over.”

		“Eek, eek.” Shim-Sham threw back his head and cackled.

		“Too late for us?” And then Toadius realized Shim-Sham wasn’t pointing at them, but rather off ship. “Oh no!”

		“What is it?” Captain Cloudhopper cried.

		Toadius swallowed hard. “I do believe Shim-Sham is going to sink the ship.”

		“Sink the ship?” Captain Cloudhopper rolled her eyes. “There is only one way to sink a ship of this size, and it’s by hitting an iceberg. There’s no way that flea-infested monkey can route this ship into a drift of icebergs.”

		Toadius grabbed the captain’s shoulders and swiveled her around. “And that is why Shim-Sham has brought the iceberg to you.”

		Ahead of the ship, tied to at least a dozen giant penguin balloons casting a rainbow of lights off its frozen surface, was a melting but rather sizable iceberg. And to make matters worse, the ship was headed straight toward it.

		“Can we steer around it?” April asked.

		“Of course. We just have to get to the bridge and switch the controls to manual.” Captain Cloudhopper cracked her knuckles. “Mr. Corvus, the bridge is yours.”

		“What about you, Captain?”

		“I’m going to show that monkey who commands this ship.”

		

		—

		The room was filled with octopi. Such strange creatures, almost alien in nature, yet a staple of the ocean. Polly “Pickles” Cronopolis had never been fond of the ocean. As a young woman, she’d been stung by a jellyfish, and she vowed then never to mess with the mysteries of the sea. That day, Toadius had carried her almost three miles to the nearest doctor, her foot swollen to the size of an eggplant.

		“That was the last weekend we spent together,” Toadius said from behind her.

		“I hate when you do that.” She didn’t look over her shoulder. “If I didn’t know better, I would think you read minds.”

		“If only; we could have stopped this charade years ago.” Toadius took a small step closer to her.

		“You should abandon ship.”

		“I think we both know I’ve abandoned too many ships.”

		“I’m taking what’s mine, and then I’ll be out of your hair.”

		“That’s it? You take back your father’s paintings, and then the game is over?” Toadius moved deeper into the room. John remained in the doorway, though he didn’t dare say a word.

		“This isn’t a game, Toadius.” Her eyes flashed fire. “I’ve told you so many times, I’ve gone hoarse. I am going to find him, and I am going to end him.”

		“And I have answered you a hundred times: It’s not possible. He is a ghost.”

		“Don’t take another step,” Pickles warned.

		“Polly, look at me.” Toadius calmly reached out his hand. “The pirates are caught. You cannot escape.”

		“You foolish man.” She turned to face the inspector. “What makes you think I’m trying to escape? I need those paintings.”

		“But it’s not the paintings you really want, is it?” John asked. “It’s what’s behind them.”

		Pickles remained silent, but from the spark in her eye, John knew he was right. “You said when you saw them on the stage that first night, you knew they were fakes, but you weren’t looking at the paintings. You only saw the backs of the canvases. Daisy, the spring painting, gave it away. She’s holding grevillea, which are an Australian plant. It’s also known as ‘ruby jewel.’ The Egypt’s Fire wasn’t just a prize for you. It led you to the painting.”

		Pickles clapped. “He really is a very clever kid. I see why you chose him as your protégé.”

		“So, what’s on the back of the painting?” Toadius asked.

		“If you really must know, a map. Or at least that’s what I think it is.”

		“What does it lead to?” John shut the door behind him, blocking the only access to the room.

		“I don’t know. But I’m certain it’s to something that will help me bring Cicada out of hiding.”

		Pickles had tricked them so many times before, but this time, John knew she was telling the truth.

		Toadius was silent for a moment, then raised his chin and threw back his shoulders. “Then we will help you get it.”

		“What?” John and Pickles said in unison.

		“We will help you find the item.”

		John was still sure he’d misheard his mentor. “You want to steal the painting?”

		“Of course not, but if the back of the painting is a map, we simply need to take a photo. Then we will have the map and the paintings can stay with their rightful owners.”

		“And what if the map leads to something else?” Pickles asked. “Something we have to take?”

		“I don’t believe that whatever it is will be on display,” Toadius replied, scanning the room for the vault. “Otherwise, Cicada would have already stolen it. No, I assume it’s hidden. Gavin always loved a good puzzle.”

		“You really mean it, Froggy? You’ll help?”

		“I do. Maybe we can catch Cicada together and use that as a bargaining chip to get you immunity for your crimes.”

		Pickles narrowed her eyes. “I don’t know if I can trust you.”

		“Then trust me.” John took a step forward, clicked his heels together, pulled his shoulders back, and crossed his arms at the wrists. Then, he wrapped his thumbs together and flapped his fingers as if making a bird with his hands. “I swear by the darkness of the night, by the keepers of secrets, and the stealers of dreams, I, John Randel Boarhog, son of Cerise Viceroy”—he paused for dramatic effect, then bowed—“will help you avenge your father.”

		“What do you say, Polly? Shall we join forces?”

		Pickles nodded.

		“Then it’s settled.” Toadius walked to Pickles and reached over her to pull a lever cleverly hidden behind a three-headed OctoPop! dressed as Cerberus. The shelf opened to reveal a vault with a twenty-six-letter keypad.

		Pickles gave a weary nod. “Cerebus. The mythological guardian of the underworld.”

		“We just have to guess the combination.” John took a deep breath.

		“Let me see.” Pickles looked around the cabin. “Toadius, my dear, do you have your finger printing kit on you?”

		The inspector frowned. “Do you think I’m the type of man who carries a fingerprinting kit wherever he goes?”

		“May I borrow it?” Pickles reached out her hand.

		He scowled, then pulled a small compact out of his inside jacket pocket. “You’re lucky I decided to wear my Thursday suit on a Friday.”

		“Uh-huh.” Pickles giggled. Then the master thief opened the kit and blew, sending a cloud of powder toward the keypad. The letters A, E, K, N, and R where the only keys that had been touched.

		“So that means the password has all of those letters?” John thought hard for a moment. “Ranker?”

		“Kraken!” Toadius and Pickles yelled at the same time.

		Toadius typed in the code and the door swung open. “See, as long as we’re together, nothing can stop us.” He smiled. “After you, P—”

		BAM! John felt his body leave the ground, before he was slammed into the wall of OctoPops! The entire room shook, and octopi of all shapes and sizes went flying. At first, John thought someone had run into him, but as he got his bearings, he saw Toadius and Pickles sprawled on the ground.

		The unmistakable voice of Mr. Corvus rang out over the intercom. “Passengers, this is your chief of security speaking. Please make your way calmly and quickly to the nearest life raft. We must abandon ship. I repeat, we must abandon ship.”

		“What’s going on?” Pickles tried to stand, but another jolt knocked her back off her feet.

		“It appears we have hit an iceberg.” Toadius motioned for them to attempt getting up again.

		John held out a hand for Pickles as the squeal of twisting metal filled the room. Before he could react, the very floor they stood on began to split apart.

		“Toadius!”

		“Get off the ship!” the inspector instructed from the other side of the growing chasm.

		“What about you? I need you.”

		“I will find a lifeboat on this side of the ship,” Toadius called as the room juddered again, and the gap widened.

		“Toadius, the paintings!” Pickles cried.

		“I’ll get the paintings. You worry about the boy.”

		Pickles swallowed hard then nodded. “We’ll see each other on the ground?”

		“I promise! Doctor, make sure Miss Cronopolis gets off this ship.”

		“But—”

		“That’s an order, Initiate!” Toadius pointed to his lapel. “If you are going to wear the pin, you’ll have to take on the responsibility as well. I am so very proud of you, and all you’ve accomplished. Now, son, GET OFF THE SHIP!”

		John had watched the inspector run into danger many times before, and he did so again as Toadius sped into the vault.

		The Bouteille shuddered again, almost as if it was reminding John to listen to his mentor. But even with the ship falling to pieces around him, the young detective heard only one thing: Toadius had called him son.

		John grabbed onto Pickles’s hand. “All right, you heard my dad. Let’s get off this ship.”
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		CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

		The time John learned Rule Number Five.

		During its maiden voyage in 1912, a ship called the Titanic crashed into an iceberg. It took two hours and forty minutes to sink into the North Atlantic. The Bouteille also crashed into an iceberg, but because of gravity, it should have taken about ninety seconds before it hit the ground, and that’s why it had been equipped with additional safety measures. Though the ship weighed around sixty thousand tons, it would take around fifteen minutes for it to crash land.

		John and Pickles reached the deck in time to see one of the life rafts launch.

		“Over there.” Pickles motioned ahead where crewmembers were loading passengers into another raft.

		“Two more,” a crew member called out.

		“Here!” Pickles waved to him.

		The crew member waved back, helped them into the boat, and then took his seat at the helm. “Okay, folks. This boat is designed to take you to a safe spot, so don’t fret. You’ll only be in the air for about twenty minutes.”

		“Wait!” A woman raced toward the raft carrying her son, who had a teddy bear clutched against his chest. “Please let us on.”

		“Sorry, ma’am. This one’s full,” the crew member said. “You need to go to the lower deck and catch a boat there.”

		John stood. “They can have our seats!”

		“No need, sir,” the crewman said. “There’s plenty of room on other boats.”

		“It’s okay. We can move faster.” John jumped out, then helped the woman into his spot.

		While Pickles scrambled out of the boat, John picked up the boy and handed him to the crewman. Stepping back, John spotted the king bee himself, Dirk Burnet, and the Hive, huddled toward the back. Dirk avoided eye contact as John helped push off the life raft.

		“Let’s get to a lower deck,” Pickles urged.

		The pair tore across the deck, trying to keep on their feet even as the ship shook, vibrated, and bounced. All of the Bouteille’s comforts were suddenly hazards—lawn chairs became hurdles, swinging signs, wrecking balls. John ran past the pool, where water was pouring over the sides. He didn’t notice how sharply the deck was listing until another sudden crack rang out, and the two halves broke apart completely. John scanned the scene, looking for anyone he knew, but an iceberg full of pirates cut off his view. Unlike the frantic passengers, the pirates were dancing, playing music, and having a snowball fight. In the middle of the iceberg, beside Chainsaw, was the Bouteille’s wheel, where a couple of pirates were pretending to steer the iceberg.

		“BOARHOG!” Mr. Corvus called from the other half of the ship. “Have you seen the captain?”

		“NO!” John shouted back. “HAVE YOU SEEN TOADIUS?”

		“I HAVE NOT!”

		John watched the far section of the ship sink rapidly. The port side rotated, and Mr. Corvus slipped from view.

		“Come on, John.” Pickles grabbed hold of the boy’s wrist. “We have to go.” They didn’t get far. About fifty yards away, another crack opened in the deck. Just as John was about to attempt to jump it, Wembley and Kana ran up behind him.

		“John!” Wembley practically tackled him. “We thought you were dead.”

		“Not yet.” John grinned at his friends. “Where are your families?”

		“On the other side of the ship.” Kana had a firm grip on Wembley, so the smaller boy wouldn’t bounce away.

		“I think they got on a lifeboat,” added Wembley.

		“Why didn’t you?” John asked.

		Wembley went bug-eyed. “We came to rescue you!”

		“Boarhog!” another voice called. Captain Cloudhopper and Sully Sullivan hurried across the deck to the group.

		“Captain.” John grabbed onto a nearby pole. “Is there another way to the lower deck?”

		“I don’t think so.” She bowed her head. “I’m the captain, so it’s my duty to go down with the ship. But you—”

		“No one is going down with the ship,” April Dovely cut in, appearing out of thin air (like the best of magicians). “But we don’t have much time.”

		The ingénieure pulled the pencil out of her hair and started to chew the eraser. John could tell that the wheels in her head were churning overtime. Her eyes twitched, and then she began calling out commands: “Captain, you and your bearded friend need to collect as much rope as possible. John, I need you to haul over three wooden lawn chairs. Little boy, you help him. Kana, can you pull those giant umbrellas out of their stands?”

		“Yeah, no problem.” Kana rubbed her hands together.

		“Hurry! We only have a couple of minutes.”

		“You heard the lady,” the captain’s voice boomed. “All hands on deck!”

		“AYE, CAPTAIN!” they yelled together.

		Once everything was gathered, April got to work tying the lawn chairs to the giant umbrellas to create makeshift rudders, adding rope loops that would act as grips. “All right, two adults to each umbrella. The third will have to carry you three. Kana, I need you to hold strong.”

		“You think this will work?” John asked.

		April nodded. “Escaping death is the magician’s greatest trick.”

		“Well, then this should be cake for you.”

		April leaned in to kiss him on the forehead. “Okay, we’ll meet you on the ground. Try to steer as close to us as possible. Moth, you’re with me.”

		Then April wrapped her hand into a rope and gave Pickles the signal before the pair jumped off the side of the ship. The remaining members of the group held their breaths for a moment as the contraption plummeted from view, but then suddenly, the umbrella caught the wind, sending the team high into the sky.

		“Okay, you’re next,” the captain instructed.

		On the count of three, the kids ran and leapt off the side. The wind rushed in John’s face. They were falling so fast, he couldn’t hear Wembley’s high-pitched screams, but by the look of the kid, you would have thought the Australian was trying to slow his fall by opening his mouth as wide as a parachute.

		Their umbrella caught the air, evening out, and before John knew it, they were floating calmly through the sky. John used the chair to steer the contraption. It was way easier than he’d thought. They’d slowed down enough that he was even able to hear his friends.

		“We did it!” John noticed the color had started to come back to Wembley’s face.

		“You okay there, pal?” Kana asked.

		“Who me? My middle name’s Danger.” Wembley was silent for a moment. “Now what?”

		“Now, we try to keep close to the others and float to the ground,” John explained.

		“Do you think everyone else made it off the ship?” Wembley asked.

		“I’m sure of it.” John answered, though he couldn’t help looking back just in time to see the portside of the Bouteille crash into the jungle canopy below. It hit the ground and was immediately engulfed in flames. John was glad it was hard to see one another. He didn’t want his friends to notice him crying. He hoped Toadius had made it off the ship. He couldn’t lose another parent—not when he’d just found him.

		“Ahoy, sailors!” Captain Cloudhopper shouted.

		Magistrate Sullivan and the captain floated down beside the kids, and it wasn’t long before Pickles and April came into view. The three umbrellas twirled as they floated down.

		“These truly are excellent flying machines,” Captain Cloudhopper called to April.

		“It’s not the flying I’m worried about. It’s the landing.” April’s eyes widened as they got closer to the jungle canopy.

		I wasn’t there at the time, so I have only a musical number young Quokkas once did as reference. Taking a bit of creative license, if you’ve ever been in New York City when it rains, you know how hard it is to get around with everyone trying to stay dry. Umbrellas are an amazing invention with one minor flaw. They keep the rain off your head, but also take up a lot of space. The same could be said for the jungle trees and plants, which form a sort of ceiling protecting the ground below. Fortunately, the umbrella travelers made it to the ground in one piece. Unfortunately, they landed on a cliffside and would have a treacherous journey ahead of them.

		But that would have to wait until morning.

		April and Pickles used the ropes and umbrellas to build tents, while the captain showed Wembley how to make a fire.

		Kana spotted John sitting by himself on a log overlooking the ledge and started toward him, but a hand on her shoulder stopped her. Magistrate Sullivan met her eyes, then shook his head. It was a small gesture, but the meaning was clear: Give the boy some space.

		The view of the jungle was spectacular. Bright-colored birds rose nearby. Their chirping filled the air, joined by the croaking of frogs to form a song unlike any other.

		John registered none of it.

		His thoughts drifted to the first night he’d ever stayed at the museum. He hadn’t known where his life would lead, but he’d never imagined ending up orphaned for a second time on a mountainside in South America.

		He shook his head. The pain would have to wait. Toadius might be gone, but Rule Number Thirteen was not. He had people who were relying on him, and they needed to get to safety. Inhaling deeply, he took a moment to refocus, allowing the refreshing scent of the forest to ground him.

		But off in the distance, a plume of black smoke rose from the crash site.

		“That means the fire hasn’t consumed everything,” Magistrate Sullivan said, settling on the log at John’s side. “I imagine it’s because we are in a rain forest, and everything is wet.”

		John had never heard Sully Sullivan’s voice. The baritone didn’t quite match the man’s face. The timbre was monotone, like Mindy’s, only with deeper feeling.

		“What? Do I have something in my beard?” the magistrate asked, patting at his mouth.

		“No, it’s just…I’ve never heard you speak.”

		“Of course I speak.” Sully curled his beard. “I also hear and see. But I’ve found sometimes it’s far better to do the final two and hold off on the first.”

		“That makes sense.” John focused on the smoke.

		“I remember Toadius when he joined the S.O.S.,” Sully said, stretching his feet out.

		“He said you hated him.” John picked up a stick and began to draw in the dirt.

		“Did he?” It was Sully’s turn to look surprised.

		“Well, he wrote it in his diary,” John admitted.

		“Well, if it’s in writing, it must be true.” Sully chuckled.

		“Magistrate, Toadius was the greatest detective who ever lived.” He swallowed hard. “I don’t know what I’ll do without him.”

		“First, call me Sully. Second, you are a very smart young man. I would dare even say that you are the second smartest initiate I’ve ever had the privilege of judging.”

		“Who was the first?” John asked.

		“Isn’t it obvious?”

		“Jacob Gatsby.” John rolled his eyes.

		“Oh, zounds no. At the time of his trial, Jacob was mediocre at best. It took him many years to find his way. No, I was referring to Doctor McGee.”

		“Doctor?”

		“It is a title I bestow on the most special of my students. The ones who are willing to practice their entire lives to master a skill. They are the investigators who pursue justice not for the fame, but because it is right. Their purpose in solving a case is not promotion; they want it solved because they understand knowledge is the most precious form of currency.”

		“Rule Number Two,” John whispered.

		“I like that rule. But I think in this case, maybe we should be examining Rule Number Five.” Sully gently took the stick from John. “But before we do, we have some other business to attend to. I’m going to need that pin back.”

		John had known this was coming. With the ship crashing, there was no way he could honestly hope to skate by. With a deep breath, he carefully unfastened the pin, then peered at the insignia. He thought of Toadius and how he would give up everything just to see him again. Finally, he handed it to the magistrate.

		“I am sorry about the pain you’re going through,” Sully said, slipping the pin into his pocket. “You truly were one of the best initiates.”

		“Thank you,” John said politely. There wasn’t anything else to say.

		“And I do believe you’ll make an even better junior detective.” Sully pulled a second pin out of his pocket. This one was different. The first S was bright red, while the other letters were white. “Please let me be the first to welcome you to the S.O.S.”

		“Are you serious?”

		“I’m always serious,” Sully said, pinning it on to John’s shirt. “Now that Commissioner Boxelder has been removed from office, I am the highest-ranking member, giving me the right to approve a member’s status. Not since Toadius McGee have I been so sure someone belonged in the organization.”

		“Thank you.” John could no longer hold back his tears. “Toadius would be so proud of me.”

		“Why do you keep speaking of the man in the past tense?” Sully started scratching letters into the ground at his feet.

		“Because he’s probably dead.”

		“Ah.” Sully pointed to what he’d written. “That is precisely why I believe Rule Number Five requires our attention. There are two things I am sure of.”

		John looked down at the words in the dirt. rule number five: if you only look left, you will never be right.

		“First, you must never decide something to be the truth until it is proven true.” Sully raised the stick, pointing toward the plume of smoke, then swung it to the left, where another wisp—this one a bright blue—rose into the sky. John had been so occupied with brooding over the dark black cloud, he hadn’t seen the other one. “Second, nothing as trivial as a ship falling from the sky could best Toadius McGee.”

		John leapt to his feet, his heart pounding harder than a punk rock drummer.

		“Polly!” John yelled. “He’s alive! HE’S ALIVE!”

		Polly ran up to the junior detective and folded him into her arms as they both cried, this time tears of joy. Even though an entire South American jungle separated them, Toadius McGee was alive.

		John didn’t know what dangers lay ahead, he had no idea what sinister foe was waiting in the shadows, and he had no clue where the secret map drawn on the backs of Gavin’s painting would lead, but he did know he would find Toadius, no matter what it took. After all, as a member of the S.O.S., he couldn’t ignore Rule Thirty-Six: There will always be another mystery to solve, as long as there is someone willing to solve it.

		

		—

		John could never know just how right he was. Somewhere on a secluded island, someone was watching a video that had just hit three million views. A young boy pleaded with the world to step out of the dark and into the light, sharing the story of his mother and how she’d once been a notorious thief, but had changed her life when she found out she was pregnant. The man paused the video on the face of the boy. He has his mother’s smile. Perhaps the kid was right. Maybe it was time to step back into the light.
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