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Chapter One


“Sure that’s the guy?”


The voice stretched across the hall over the hustle and bustle of lunchtime traffic. I bit back a laugh at the incredulous tone, steadying myself against the flow of bodies bumping by. End of the week, everyone got a bit clumsier, a little more careless. As I grabbed my bag out of my locker, I heard the scoffing reply:


“You see anybody else walking around in a bathrobe?”


Lucky coat. I tugged down a brown terrycloth sleeve. Big difference.


My partner bopped up to stand beside me. “Is that our twelve o’clock I see lurking over there?” Ivy rolled up on her tiptoes to peer over my shoulder. “They look twitchy.”


“Waiting’s good,” I said. “Builds character.”


“What?” Ivy slid me a sideways look. “Are we billing by the hour now?”


I snorted when she towed me down the hall, stepping up to the two waiting girls. They leapt to attention, one with an eager smile and the other keeping a wary eye.


“Caitlyn.” Nodding at our client, I turned my attention to her watchful tagalong. “Didn’t realize we’d have company. Who’s your friend?”


The tiny, blond sixth grader flicked an impatient wave back at me. “This is Denice. She heard you were helping me and invited herself along.” She rolled her eyes. “She said I shouldn’t be meeting you by myself.”


I could respect a healthy level of suspicion. “Nothing wrong with a little backup,” I said. “Shall we take this into my office?” Holding open the door, I waited as Ivy and Caitlyn stepped inside. Denice leaned past me to look in, hovering at the threshold. “Well?” I waved her on.


“This is the girls’ bathroom,” she said, wrinkling her nose.


“I spend my time solving cases, not scoping out real estate. Be happy it’s not the boys’.” I walked into the room, letting the door swing shut behind me. It opened a crack as Denice scooted in and hurried over to Caitlyn’s side.


“Why did you hire this guy?” She muttered down to Caitlyn, worrying the end of her braid with her fingers. “He’s cranky.”


“Because he gets results,” I said, reaching into my pocket. I pulled out a USB stick and held it out to our client.


Caitlyn let out a shriek as she grabbed the stick from my hand. “You found it? Oh, my gosh. Thank you.” She clutched it to her chest, eyes watering. “I was so worried. I thought it was lost forever. How did you find it?”


“Good old-fashioned legwork.” Ivy boosted herself up on one of the sinks. “Got the schedule for the computer lab, made some inquiries, twisted a few arms. The usual.” She swung her feet back and forth, hands braced behind her on the sides of the sink. “What’s on that thing that’s so important, anyway?”


I shot a look at my partner. Knowing our client’s business was a world away from asking our client’s business. Ivy shrugged, casually ignoring the confines of professional nosiness.


“Oh.” Caitlyn blushed faintly. “It’s my novel,” she said. “I’ve been working on it since last year.”


“Quite the treasure to leave lying around,” I said. People let the small size of Grantleyville lull them into a false sense of security. Their vulnerability made for our gain, but cases like Caitlyn’s didn’t always have a happy ending. “Should look at expanding your backup into digital.”


Denice nodded sagely, a faint note of approval flashing behind her black-framed glasses. She pushed them up the bridge of her nose with a spindly finger. “That’s what I keep telling her.”


“I’ve got backup out the wazoo,” Caitlyn said, dismissing our concerns with a shake of her head. “This is one of a billion copies. I was just worried about it getting lost and falling into the wrong hands. It’s not ready for the world to read yet.” She kissed the USB before stuffing it deep into her bag and stepped back to give me a beaming smile. “Ally was right about you.”


Ivy perked up in her seat. “How so?”


“She said you were the ones who could help me,” she said. “That you know your stuff. And she was so right!” Caitlyn threw herself forward, grabbing me in a viselike grip. “Thank you so, so much!”


I blinked at my partner who shook with silent laughter while I endured the crushing hug. “We aim to please,” I said. “Now there is the small matter of your bill.”


“Oh, yeah!” Caitlyn released her octopus hold and dug through her pockets. “Here you go,” she said, thrusting a crumpled envelope into my hands.


“How much did they charge you?” Denice asked under her breath.


“Not enough,” Caitlyn said. “Seriously, I would have paid way more to get it back. You guys are worth every penny. Do you have more of those sticky notes? I want to give them to my friends.”


“Business cards,” I corrected, dragging a stack out from the depths of my coat. I pulled a few off the top and handed them over. “Glad we could be of service.”


Denice dragged her friend out the door as Caitlyn continued to call out her thanks. Huffing out a breath, I set about straightening my hug-rumpled attire.


“Another happy customer,” Ivy said cheerfully. “And it sounds like we should think about upping our rates.” She tapped a finger against her lips. “Who’s Ally?”


I racked my brain. “No clue.”


“Word must be getting around.” Ivy rubbed her hands together, cackling.


A toilet flushed, and we both froze. I whipped around to glare at my partner.


“You didn’t check the stalls,” I said.


“You were supposed to check them,” Ivy shot back.


“I was talking to our client,” I said, one eye on the stall door swinging open. A tall girl emerged, hitching her bag over one shoulder. She walked up to the sink, studiously ignoring us, and began washing her hands.


“Hi.” Ivy said, leaning over from her perch on the neighboring sink. “Wallace and Mason Investigations. How’s it going?”


The girl shook out her hands and scooted around Ivy to the paper towel dispenser. We stood in silence, listening to the roll crunch forward as she pulled out three pieces in quick succession.


“I swear we’re very organized and efficient,” Ivy continued. “Here for all of your investigative needs.”


That earned Ivy an eyebrow-raise as the girl chucked her paper towels in the garbage. It sailed in with a light swish, and I handed her one of our cards before she headed out the door.


“Tell your friends,” Ivy said to her retreating back.


“Smooth.” I dragged a hand over my face as the door closed. “Stall checks, Ivy,” I said.


“That was super smooth!” Ivy hopped off the sink to waggle a finger at me. “And yes, I missed the stall checks, but maybe we got a new client out of it? More importantly, we still haven’t figured out who Ally is.”


“Word must be getting around,” I said. “People have heard about the agency and the cases we’ve solved.”


“What I’m hearing is that we have fans.” Ivy did a little dance stopping abruptly midmove to stare at me.


I took a step back. “What?”


She leaned in, narrowing her gaze into a squint. “There’s something wrong with your face. Your cheeks are all squished up.” She pinched at her own. “And I can see your teeth? It’s weird. I think we should go see the nurse.”


“Shut up.” I ran a hand over my mouth, but it was no help against the smile stretching it from side to side. “I’m not used to attention without violence attached to it. Or detention. Let me enjoy the moment.”


“Yes,” Ivy said, diving into her bag to rummage around for her lunch. “Enjoy it, my friend.” She raised her water bottle. “Cheers to Ally. May she continue to provide us with free advertising—whoever she is.”


I tipped my drink against hers, and we settled down onto the floor to eat our lunch. Stuffing my returning grin full of sandwich, I fully enjoyed the moment. I’d been at the detective thing for close to a year now. Ivy’d been on board since the fall, and we’d slowly but surely put a team together. We’d worked a few major cases so I wasn’t completely surprised how far news had spread, but I couldn’t deny it was nice to have people uttering my name with a positive ring for a change. Felt like a step in the right direction.


If only that step wasn’t trailing toilet paper.


“I miss having a proper office,” I said, glancing around at the paint peeling off the walls and the water-spotted ceiling.


Ivy’s head snapped up at that. “You miss having a broken-down desk held up by pickle buckets? Outside in the open elements? Left vulnerable to squirrel attacks?”


“When you put it like that,” I said. “Yes. Yes, I do.” I flapped a hand at the dripping sinks and gurgling toilets. “It’s not like we’re currently putting our best foot forward. I miss having our own space. We need better digs.”


“Hard to find better digs when we’re not supposed to be investigating on school property in the first place,” Ivy said. “It’s called keeping a low profile.”


Being banned from conducting any at-school investigations put a major cramp in our activities. That rule was laid down months ago. Now that they’d had some time to cool off, I felt fairly certain that the administration would agree with my ‘what they don’t see won’t enrage them’ policy. Hence the bathroom base of operations.


“Like anyone’s paying attention to what we’re doing these days,” I said. “It’s spring musical city out there, and we’re sliding right under the radar.”


Ivy made a noise of agreement as she chewed her cookie.


“You still doing okay with all of that?” I asked. “Doing this stuff and the musical? We’ll survive if you need to take more of a break.”


Ivy joined the Grantleyville Middle School Drama Club as part of a cover story for an investigation a few months back. The case was long closed, but she’d enjoyed the group enough to stick around. Why was a mystery I had yet to solve. The club was putting on Little Shop of Horrors for the spring musical and Ivy was helping both on stage and off. With only two weeks left to showtime, it was all hands on deck.


“This was probably my last job for the next couple weeks,” Ivy admitted. “We’re going to have more rehearsals leading up to opening night and Mrs. Pamuk doesn’t want anyone missing one if we can help it.”


“Makes sense,” I said. “I pushed our meeting back so I can still help out after school.”


Ivy choked a bit on her cookie, and I patted her on the back. “That’s okay,” she croaked out, brushing a chunk of curly brown hair out of her face. “You don’t have to come by. I know you’re busy.”


“I’m not going to leave my partner in the lurch.” I grinned at Ivy. “I can spare an hour to do some grunt work.”


“Yeah,” Ivy said. “Yes, for sure. You should definitely come help. That would be great.”


That was about three confirmations too many. Ivy was cast in the musical back in February, and I’d recently started to help out as the behind-the-scenes action picked up. I thought things had been running smoothly up until now. “Or not,” I said. “I can hang around until you’re done.” Never let it be said Howard Wallace can’t take a hint.


“No,” Ivy said. “I want you there. It’s—some of the crew members were underappreciative of your handiwork from last time.”


“Everything went great!”


“Howard, you nailed your pants to the backdrop,” she said, ignoring my attempts to wave her off. “While you were wearing them.”


“That’s fine,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t have to work on the construction side. I can paint.”


Ivy caught her flinch before her shoulders followed through.


“What.” Toddlers can paint. What possible complaint could there be about my painting skills?


“I just—” She let out a little high-pitched hum. “I mean, you remember what the home office looks like, right?”


Built by Pops and myself. Not a masterpiece by most standards, but serviceable. In the right wind conditions.


“That was artistic license,” I said. “Those gaps are for aesthetic purposes only. It only dried like that because they mixed it wrong. I can paint. I’ll follow the instructions. It’ll be fine.”




















Chapter Two


I could not paint.


It should be straightforward. Put paint on brush. Put brush on canvas.


But the brush and the paint were in a conspiracy against me with gravity as the mastermind. A swath of red-streaked canvas mocked my efforts.


“Should the paint be chunky?” Ivy popped up behind me, resting her chin on my shoulder. “Or is that another artistic choice?”


“Very funny,” I said, tossing the brush back into the paint tray. We stood back to look at the backdrop together and I sighed. So much for being helpful.


“No, no, I like it! Looks good,” she said. “It’s like a 3D effect. It makes the flowers really pop.”


I slid a sideways look at my partner. “It’s supposed to be bricks.”


Ivy blinked at the stretched-out canvas, tilting her head to the side. She kept leaning until she was bent over at the waist. “Oh, yeah,” she said. “I see it now.”


“You’re the worst.”


“Nice job on the flowers, Howard.” I looked over my shoulder at the source of the voice as Ivy dissolved into giggles on the floor. Miles Fletcher towered behind me, attempting to look encouraging while ignoring the laughing mess on the floor.


“It’s supposed to be the outside of the flower shop, not the inside,” I said with a sigh.


“Ooooh.” Miles winced. “Well, maybe I can give you a hand.” He picked up a paint stick and started scraping off some of the more visible lumps from the backdrop.


If you’d asked me at the beginning of the year whether or not I could see myself working on the same side as Miles for any cause, I’d have laughed in your face. For a good long time. But after an intense dognapping case back in February, we talked through some of our issues. Now my former best friend was a current Temporary Junior Freelance Associate of Wallace and Mason Investigations. It was a bit much to fit on a business card, but the sliver of glee I felt every time he complained was enough to keep me from changing it. Just because we were semifriendly didn’t mean I couldn’t have my fun.


My partner picked herself up off the floor and grabbed the paint brush. “I think with a little more definition and a few extra coats,” she said. “We can make this work.”


“Sounds like a plan.” I turned up my sleeves.


Ivy pointed her brush at me. “Miles and I can take care of this, Howard. Why don’t you take a breather?”


“You sure?”


“Positive,” Ivy said. “We’ve got it covered. Take a spin around. There’s a ton of stuff to do and not nearly enough people. I guarantee someone could use the help.”


Effectively ejected from my post, I scanned the gym, looking for another area where I could pitch in. The theater world wasn’t my scene, but it was important to Ivy, and I was determined to learn the ins and outs. Kids filled up every corner of the room—working on costumes, running lines, patching up props. It was a hive of activity where everyone had a task. There had to be something I could contribute to.


A table across the room caught my eye. Scotty Harris was stationed there, layering strips of green fabric over a chicken wire frame. He was a member of the band and the basketball team, a casual associate of our agency, and apparently now part of the Drama Club. I could work with Scotty.


I strode over to his table, ready to roll up my sleeves and dive in. “Scotty,” I said, reaching up to clap him on the shoulder.


He jumped in the air and flipped around to face me, eyes wide. “Oh, Howard,” he said, darting a glance between me and the table. “Startled me. I didn’t hear you come up. Probably because you’re a detective and you’re good at being sneaky.”


At least one of us was. It was hard to miss the way he was inching his way to stand between me and his project.


“We should put a bell on you, heh, heh,” Scotty said. “I guess that wouldn’t be great though with you being a detective, right? Maybe if you were a cat detective. But then—”


“Ivy and Miles took over my painting project,” I said, cutting off any further thoughts on cat detectives. “Came over here to see if I could lend a hand.”


“Got two working pretty well together already.” Scotty brandished his hands at me. “Probably shouldn’t split them up. They’re used to each other by now.” He chuckled nervously again. “But thanks! Thanks for the offer.”


“What is this thing anyway?” I ducked around him to get a closer look at the table.


Scotty’s jaw dropped. “This is Audrey II.”


“That explained nothing.”


“She’s only the star of the show, Howard,” Scotty said, patting the wiry frame. “The plant from outer space? Seymour’s pet that starts it all? She puts the ‘horror’ in Little Shop of Horrors?”


“What is this play about?” I shook my head, trying to put the pieces into place.


Scotty frowned. “Ivy hasn’t explained it to you yet?”


“Oh, she’s tried,” I said. “But every time I ask and she starts in, it always ends in her singing all the songs and trying to teach me the moves.”


“Ashi’s the same way,” Scotty said. “I’ve been helping her practice and—”


Mrs. Pamuk, the teacher advisor for the Drama Club, began clapping her hands, putting a pin in Scotty’s attempt to educate me. “All right, kids,” she said. “That’s all the time we have for today. Those of you attending rehearsal this weekend, I will not be there, but Mrs. Grantley-Smythe will see you bright and early tomorrow at the senior center. Everyone else, see you Monday. Let’s get this place cleaned up before we go. Parker?” She gestured at a weedy boy standing beside her, and he immediately leapt into action.


I rolled my eyes at Scotty as Parker Bowman spat out rapid-fire instructions to the rest of the group. A ninth grader from Grantleyville High, Parker showed up a few weeks ago and slithered his way into the prime spot of Student Director.


“You okay here?” I checked in with Scotty before heading back to Miles and Ivy. Their mess was going to require significantly more cleanup than his. He nodded, shooing me away from his table, and I wound my way back through the crowd.


“I want to see costumes hung up neatly,” Parker hollered. “Those props need to be properly labeled and stored. There’s no excuse for sloppy behavior. That’s why things go missing, and we don’t have any more time for that. You might be in middle school, but you can still be professional.”


Like Parker would know anything about being a professional. It only took one rehearsal, one afternoon of his lectures, of listening to him chew out a crew member, for me to take his measure and find him lacking. I wasn’t alone in that assessment.


“I can’t stand that guy,” Miles said. “Who comes back here after you’ve made it to high school? How does he not have better things to do?”


“Mrs. Pamuk said he was getting volunteer credits for helping out or something?” Ivy shrugged.


“Does he get extra credits on a sliding scale of bossiness?” I asked as I walked up and began stacking the paint cans. We managed to get the spills cleaned up and most of the equipment put away before catching Parker’s eye. Ivy and Miles were folding up the drop cloths as I collected the rest of the gear when he strode over.


“Mason, Wallace, Fletcher,” he barked. “Did you manage to get any paint on the actual set? This is a mess.”


“It’s almost all cleaned up,” Ivy said. “No worries.”


“That’s a pretty lax attitude to have when your set looks like this two weeks before opening night,” Parker said. “You think we have time to repaint everything? Do I need to take care of this for you?”


Miles jumped in, scratching a hand through the back of his hair as he looked up at the backdrop. “This? Just the primer coat,” he said. “We’re going to have it looking amazing in no time. Right, Howard?”


Three pairs of eyes turned to stare at me as I nodded. “The most amazing set ever,” I said, cutting a hand through the air for emphasis. The wet sound of paint splattering caught my attention.


Forgot I was holding a paintbrush still. I winced at the sight of red paint sprinkled in an arc across the gym floor.


“Howard,” Parker jerked his head to the side, “come here.”


“He better not tell me to sit,” I muttered.


“Be good,” Ivy whispered at me as I dragged my feet over to where Parker waited. Helping out with the play was one thing. Taking orders from a snide fifteen-year-old with delusions of grandeur was another.


“Hey, bud.” I stiffened up at the hand clasped on my shoulder. Parker’s face was a mask of calm concern. “Looks like set-painting isn’t really your thing either, is it?”


“It may not be my strongest skill set,” I said, trying to squelch the urge to shrug out of his reach and failing.


“That’s cool, that’s cool.” Parker nodded. “We’ll find your thing. There’s a little something for everyone in the theater.”


If he tried to pat my head, I wasn’t going to be held responsible for my actions.


“Could be that you weren’t meant to be backstage,” Parker said. “I know you like to play around at being a detective.”


I gripped the paint brush in my hand, weighing the possible punishments against the satisfaction of smacking him with it.


“Maybe we should have put you on stage in the chorus or something. Let you show off that imagination,” Parker mused. “Everyone fits in somewhere. That’s the beauty of theater.”


“I don’t want the spotlight,” I said through gritted teeth. “I’m happy to be helping my friends. Sorry about the mess. It won’t happen again.”


“I get it, but I’m not giving up. We’ll figure you out yet, Howard. Now, go back and help your friends, bud.” He shooed me away. “We gotta get this place cleaned up.”


“Sure thing . . . bud.” The force of my rage propelled me back over to Ivy and Miles at lightning speed. I held up a hand at the jokes dancing across both their faces. “Not one single word,” I said.


“Wasn’t going to say a thing, bud.” Miles laughed.


“You gonna help us put this stuff away, bud?” Ivy started rolling up the last drop cloth, only slightly impeded by her shoulder-shaking snickers.


I sighed. “I hate you both.”


Their cackles echoed around the gym as we finished putting everything away. Fifteen minutes later, we were out in the fresh air. I breathed deep, happy to get the smell of turpentine and smug high school freshman out of my nose.


“Everyone meeting us at Mrs. Hernandez’s place?” Miles asked, and I nodded.


Ivy hopped along the sidewalk, dancing over the cracks, her bright green coat flaring out behind her. It had pineapples on it. I’d long given up on the idea of talking her into a stealthier piece of outerwear. “I hope they got the corner booth,” she said.


I hummed in agreement, and she shot me with a sidelong look. “Broody McBrooderson, what’s up? Mad about Parker knocking on your painting skills?”


“Maybe he’s just mad about his lack of painting skills.” Miles yelped as I kicked at the back of his knee.


Walking backward along the sidewalk in front me, Ivy shaded her eyes from the bright afternoon sun. Her sharp gaze softened as she saw through my sneer. “Howard,” she said. “I know this may come as a shock to you, but you’re not going to be awesome at everything you do. No one is.”


“I’m pretty good at most things,” Miles piped up from behind us, and I counted the will to not push him off the sidewalk as one of my actual skills.


“Maybe you’re not a behind-the-scenes kind of guy,” Ivy said as we turned the corner onto Main Street. “You’re good with people—”


Miles snorted and Ivy continued. “Maybe you can help with promo and ticket sales.”


I mulled that idea over. I didn’t really care what area I worked in as long as I was helping out somehow. The play was important to Ivy and I wanted to work with her to see it succeed. I’d do whatever was needed to because that’s what partners did. You had each other’s backs. Ivy had helped pull me out of more than one mess this year. I was ready to do whatever she needed. Even when it meant putting up with high-and-mighty high schoolers.


We walked up the steps to Mrs. Hernandez’s café, and the tension began to bleed out of me inch by inch. On the other side of that door sat the rest of our crew, ready and waiting for our weekly agency meeting. I couldn’t hold back the grin that started as we left the theater behind for more familiar territory: clients, criminals, and hopefully a stakeout or two.




















Chapter Three


The bell chimed as we walked through the door, and we were instantly enveloped in the scent of fresh coffee and cookies.
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