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BUTTERBEAN LIKED TO THINK THAT nothing could shock her. She’d been part of an International Crime Syndicate, after all. She was an experienced Ghost Investigator. But this? Nothing had prepared her for this.

Mrs. Food had been eating tuna fish for the past five minutes and hadn’t offered her a bite once. NOT EVEN ONCE.

Butterbean scooted forward until her chin was practically in Mrs. Food’s lap. Maybe Mrs. Food just hadn’t seen her. That was the only logical explanation.

“You’re not getting any, Bean,” Mrs. Food said, her mouth full. “Stop begging.”

Butterbean fell backward in shock. BEGGING? As if a Ghost Investigator would resort to BEGGING. She was simply making herself available. Staying open to opportunities. And if that opportunity happened to be a mouthful of tuna fish, so be it.

Walt stopped licking her paw and looked over at the crumpled pile of what used to be Butterbean. “Do I even want to know?” she asked Oscar.

Oscar opened his beak to answer and then reconsidered. He shook his head. “No.”

“For the record, I was NOT begging,” Butterbean grumbled, picking herself up and stomping over to the living room. “I was very restrained.”

“It’s true!” Polo called from the rat cage. “I saw the whole thing!”

“Me too,” Marco said, climbing up onto the water bottle. “Oooh, you know what this calls for? I think this calls for an investigation!”

“Yes!” Polo narrowed her eyes. “Why wouldn’t Mrs. Food give Butterbean any of her tuna fish? Very suspicious, if you ask me. Mysterious, even.”

“Yeah! Mysterious!” Marco agreed. “We should definitely investigate.”

Oscar groaned. There hadn’t been much to investigate since they’d solved the mysterious haunting of Apartment 5B, it was true. But that didn’t mean the rats hadn’t tried. There had been the mysterious case of Madison’s missing hairbrush. (It fell behind the bed.) Mrs. Food’s suspicious behavior involving a series of mysterious and very short phone calls. (Telemarketer.) And the mysterious disappearance of Walt’s favorite seafood treats. (Chad ate them. He was an octopus they knew who lived on the eighth floor. And to be honest, he was usually behind any mysterious food disappearances.) Oscar was beginning to think that the rats didn’t really understand the meaning of the word “mysterious.”

“That’s not a mystery,” Oscar said. “We’ve talked about this.”

“Are we sure, though?” Polo asked. “Seems kind of mysterious to me.”

“Maybe we should investigate why it isn’t mysterious,” Marco said thoughtfully.

“Maybe we should investigate why you want to investigate everything,” Walt said, resuming her paw licking. “Begging isn’t allowed. Mystery solved.”

“I WAS NOT BEGGING!” Butterbean barked. “I WAS WATCHING CLOSELY.”

Walt rolled her eyes. “Fine. Watching closely is also not allowed. Not at mealtimes.”

“Well, when you put it that way,” Marco said. Walt was an amazing investigator.

“You know,” Oscar said thoughtfully. “Since there aren’t any crimes going on, I think it might be time for us to officially retire.”

“Retire?” Marco gasped. “You mean retire retire?” As far as he was concerned, being an investigator was the best thing that had ever happened to him. Well, that and being part of an International Crime Syndicate. Not many rats had that kind of résumé.

“Can you even retire from being an investigator?” Polo asked.

“I think we can,” Oscar said. “Besides, we have lots of other things to do now. I, for one, am thinking of improving my Human language skills. How does this sound?” He cleared his throat. “Quiet, Oscar!” He looked around expectantly. “That was me being Mrs. Food, in case you couldn’t tell.”

“I could tell,” Butterbean said. She’d heard Mrs. Food say that a lot.

Walt raised one eyebrow. “Impressive.”

Polo shot Marco a look. “Um, yeah. It sounded just like her.”

“Like looking in a mirror!” Marco piped up. “Or, no. I mean…”

“OOOHHH! Do the elevator lady voice next!” Butterbean said, wagging her tail. She loved the voice in the elevator that told you what floor you were on.

“It’s just a little something I’ve been working on,” Oscar said, preening. “I still need more practice.”

“What needs more practice?” Wallace, a wild rat who used to live in the vents, peeked around the edge of the sofa to make sure it was all clear.

“We’re talking about retiring from the investigating business,” Polo explained. “We’ve all got lots of other things to do. Oscar is going to work on his Human language skills.”

“Yeah,” Marco said. “And me and Polo, we’re, um…” He hesitated, looking around the cage. “Well, these seeds aren’t going to sort themselves,” he said, staring at the scattered seeds doubtfully.

“And I’m going to be a therapist!” Butterbean said.

Everyone stared at her.

Wallace shot a look at Polo, who shrugged. “Um, sure, okay,” Wallace said finally. “Well, I’m super busy too. I finally moved out of Apartment 5B and set up my sleeping bag behind the couch in 7C.” Wallace had used one of Madison’s pom-pom socks as a sleeping bag during a stakeout once, and he may have forgotten to give it back. It was one of his prized possessions.

“Wait, 7C? Mrs. Power Walker’s apartment? Are you moving there for sure?” Butterbean asked. Mrs. Power Walker was one of Butterbean’s favorite residents in the Strathmore Building. She was always really friendly in the elevator, pushing buttons when needed and never asking questions. The perfect neighbor.

Wallace shrugged. “I’m not ready to move my collection of lost keys in or anything, but it looks promising. She leaves a bowl of milk out every night, so that’s a plus. She says it’s for the brownies. I think that’s a kind of fairy,” Wallace explained.

“No, brownies are like cookies but fatter,” Butterbean said. “Like flat cake.”

“That’s true,” Polo agreed. “Madison eats them.”

Oscar closed his eyes. He decided not to say anything.

“Well, I haven’t seen any, so I think it’s fair game,” Wallace said. “I’m not turning down free milk.”

“Sure,” Butterbean said. Free milk was free milk.

“See? It sounds like we won’t even miss being investigators,” Oscar said, clicking his beak. “What with Wallace’s new apartment, Marco and Polo with their seed sorting, Walt with her…”

“Relaxing,” Walt said. “I’m planning on doing some high-quality relaxing.”

“Right. Relaxing. And Butterbean with her—”

“Being a therapist,” Butterbean said, nodding.

“Um. Right,” Oscar finished lamely. He didn’t even want to ask. But somebody had to. “Butterbean, about this therapist job—”

“You can’t just decide to be a therapist,” Walt interrupted.

Butterbean looked offended. “I’m not. It’s a real job.”

Walt sighed. “Of course it is, but you’re a wiener dog. Do you really think—”

She hadn’t even finished the sentence when the front door slammed open, and Madison Park, the medium-sized girl who lived with them, rushed into the room waving a piece of paper over her head.

“It’s all set!” she said, dropping her backpack and throwing herself into the chair next to Mrs. Food.

“Well, hello to you too,” Mrs. Food said, swallowing the last of her tuna. Butterbean looked mournfully at the empty plate. It was so unfair.

“Right, sorry, hello. But it’s all set! See?” She pushed the piece of paper toward Mrs. Food. “I got the appointment for Butterbean.”

Mrs. Food peered down at the paper through her glasses. “Well, isn’t that something!”

Madison jumped up and hurried over to Butterbean. “You’re going to be great, Bean!” She kissed Butterbean on the head. “She’s going to be perfect. Look at her—she even looks like a therapy dog!” Madison rubbed Butterbean’s ears and then rushed off toward her bedroom. “I can’t wait to e-mail Aunt Ruby!” Madison was staying with Mrs. Food while her aunt was deployed overseas.
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“Therapy dog?” Oscar said slowly. It was all making sense now.

“I told you. I’m going to be a therapist,” Butterbean said smugly.

Walt raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think it’s quite the same thing, Bean.”

“You’re just jealous because I’m going to have my own practice,” Butterbean said.

“OOOOoooh, are we talking about our careers? Me next, please.”

Everyone jumped at the voice. (Marco hit his head on the bottom of the water bottle.) “DON’T DO THAT!” Marco said, rubbing his head.

“Sorry, did I scare you?” The white cat emerged from behind the couch and blinked at them innocently. “Oops. My bad.”

“YOU KNOW YOU DID!” Polo said. “And you can’t just come in like that. Mrs. Food is RIGHT THERE!” She waved her arms in the direction of the dining room table.

“Relax, you know I always keep out of sight,” the white cat said. She lived on the fifth floor but didn’t see anything wrong with using the vents to explore other apartments. “So did I tell you I’ve come out of retirement?” The white cat was the cat featured in all the Beautiful Buffet Cat Food commercials. (Print and television.)

“Only a million times,” Marco grumbled softly.

“Sales of Beautiful Buffet Cat Food PLUMMETED when I retired. They practically begged me to come back. I didn’t have the heart to say no.” The white cat curled her tail around her feet.

“So you’ve said,” Oscar said politely. He’d heard the story so many times he could practically recite it word for word.

“Well, it’s true,” the white cat said.

“I’ve got a career now too,” Butterbean said. “I’m going to be a therapist. That’s why we’re all retiring from investigating, because we’ve got so much to do.”

“Hmm. Well, good to know. Of course, that’s bad news for Biscuit, but I guess he’ll figure things out himself.” The white cat lashed her tail in the air as she turned to go back behind the couch.

“Wait, Biscuit? What’s wrong with Biscuit?” Butterbean asked, frowning.

“Oh, nothing important.” The white cat waved a paw dismissively. “Nothing that a career dog like you should worry about.”

“But which Biscuit?” Butterbean asked. There were a lot of Biscuits in the building, and Butterbean was friends with them all. “Second Floor Biscuit? Eighth Floor Biscuit? Biscuit with the Slobber Problem? Biscuit who—”

“Second Floor,” the white cat said. “But like I said, he’ll probably be fine. I’m sure he’ll survive somehow.” She turned to leave, but Walt blocked her path.

“Okay, spill it.” Walt’s whiskers were bristling. She didn’t have strong feelings about any of the Biscuits, but she didn’t love the way the white cat was toying with them. “What’s wrong with Second Floor Biscuit?”

“Well, if you must know,” the white cat said, her eyes gleaming. “Your friend is in big trouble.” She made a sympathetic face at Butterbean. “He’s getting evicted. Kicked out. By this time next week, your little friend will be out on the street.”
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“WELL, THAT WAS FUN,” BUTTERBEAN said, getting up. “Retirement is over. Time to investigate.”

Oscar hopped onto the side of his cage. “What? But we just agreed!” He had really hoped to be retired for more than five minutes.

Walt put a paw on Butterbean’s back. “Butterbean, calm down. We don’t even know if there’s anything to investigate at this point.” She turned to the white cat. “We need details. Why is Second Floor Biscuit getting kicked out?”

The white cat stood up, stretched, and then sat back down. “Well—”

“So wait, Second Floor Biscuit, he’s the one with the good haircut?” Polo interrupted. She had seen him once when she was out with Butterbean. He was a pretty fashionable dog.

Butterbean cringed. “Well, not anymore,” she said slowly. She leaned forward. “There was a grooming incident,” she whispered, spraying Polo with a fine mist of spit. “He’s got bangs now.” She nodded significantly. “I mean… BANGS.”

“Oooohhhhh,” Polo said, her eyes widening. “But…” She hesitated. “Bangs aren’t bad, are they?” She’d seen lots of people with bangs. Fashionable people, even.

“Not usually. But these?” Butterbean made a face. “Trust me. They’re bad.”

“Okay, wow,” Polo said. “Bad bangs.” She smoothed down her own fur in sympathy.

“SERIOUSLY?” Marco stomped over, rolling his eyes so much it was surprising he could stand upright. “You guys are talking about BANGS? Who cares about a dumb hairdo? We need to know what’s wrong with Biscuit! I’m pretty sure it’s not BANGS!” He waved his paws at the white cat. “You! Explain!”

“Barking. It’s a barking problem,” the white cat said, smirking. “Nonstop, from what I hear. Nobody knows why, and the humans are MAD.”

“Bangs,” Butterbean said knowingly.

“Doubtful,” Walt said.

“It’s probably not the bangs, Bean,” Oscar said. “Marco’s right. No one barks that much over a haircut. Hair does grow out, after all.”

“Besides, haircut emergencies are more a cry-in-the-corner kind of situation,” Walt said. Not that she’d ever had a haircut. She looked around. “Right?”

Marco and Polo shrugged. They’d never had haircuts either.

“It does seem mysterious,” Polo said. “For real this time.”

“Not like the tuna fish,” Marco added. “Sorry, Butterbean.”

Butterbean nodded. It was definitely more mysterious than the tuna fish.

Oscar cocked his head. “I have to admit, it does seem strange. But I don’t see that there’s anything we can do. Shouldn’t he just stop barking?”

“Well, duh,” the white cat said, getting up. “That’s pretty obvious. But he won’t.”

“Then I don’t know what to say,” Oscar said. “I’m sorry, Butterbean. Even if we weren’t retired from investigating, I don’t see how we could help.”

“But if I could just talk to him…” Butterbean whimpered. “I could therapy him!”

Walt sighed. “Sure. Maybe. But you can’t do anything tonight. Whatever we do will have to wait until tomorrow.”

“If he lasts that long,” the white cat snorted. “Sorry to say it, but that dog is toast.”

“WHAT?” Butterbean yelped. “OSCAR!”

“Um, how about us?” Polo interrupted, tentatively raising a paw. “We could check. If you want.”

“We can’t do therapy like Butterbean—” Marco said.

“But we can go in the vents. We could tell Biscuit to keep quiet until tomorrow,” Polo said.

“Really?” Butterbean sniffled.

“I mean, the seed sorting can probably wait a little longer,” Marco said.

“The seeds aren’t actually that important,” Polo agreed.

“Would that make you feel better, Butterbean?” Oscar asked, watching Butterbean carefully. She was twitching like she might start doing laps around the room, and nobody wanted that.

“And it’s not like we’d be INVESTIGATING,” Polo said carefully. “Since we’re retired. We’ll just be CHECKING IN.”

“Yeah, passing a message,” Marco said. His whiskers trembled as he looked at Polo. “A SECRET message.”

Polo clutched at Marco’s arm. “LIKE SPIES!” Polo squealed. “WE CAN BE A SECRET SPY ORGANIZATION.” She turned to Oscar, her eyes shining.

Oscar groaned.

“OOOHHH, CAN I BE A SPY TOO?” Butterbean yelped eagerly. “I’ll be a THERAPIST SPY.”

“I don’t think therapists are supposed to be spies,” Oscar said doubtfully.

“But don’t you see? That’s why it’s perfect! NO ONE WILL SUSPECT ME!” Butterbean was practically levitating, she was bouncing up and down so fast.

Oscar had to admit, a Secret Spy Organization did sound pretty exciting. And he didn’t know any other mynah birds who were International Crime Bosses, Ghost Investigators, AND Secret Spies. He would be the first. It was an appealing idea.

Oscar nodded. “Okay, we’ll see how the secret messaging goes first. Then we can decide on the Secret Spy Organization.”

“YAY! We’re SPIES!” Polo cheered, high-fiving Marco as they climbed out of their cage.

“WHOOHOO SPIES!” Marco and Polo edged past the white cat into the opening of the vent. “Excuse me, white cat. You didn’t see a thing. Because we’re STEALTHY SPIES.”

“I don’t believe this.” The white cat shook her head as the rats streaked past her.

Their voices echoed as they disappeared into the vents. “SECRET SPY MISSION—GO!”



If Marco and Polo had had any doubts about the white cat’s story, they went away pretty quickly. Because the white cat was right—there was no ignoring that barking.

“It’s not so much that it’s loud,” Polo said thoughtfully as they slid down a vent. “It’s more… piercing.”

“Like if a car alarm was a dog,” Marco agreed. He didn’t personally own a car, but he’d seen car alarms on TV, and he always had to cover his ears.

“Exactly,” Polo said.

“I can see why Bob is upset,” Marco said, following the yips. Although, to be fair, it didn’t take a lot to make Bob upset. Bob was the maintenance man in the building, and just catching a glimpse of Marco and Polo in the vent opening one time had made him rip the grate cover off with his bare hands. Marco still had nightmares about that sometimes.

By the time they made it to the second-floor vents, the barking had reached hands-over-ears levels. Polo pointed to a grate at the end of the vent. “That one.”

Marco nodded and took a step toward it. Then he hesitated. “So we use our spy skills to pass Biscuit our message, and then we get out. No hair commentary, okay?” He still couldn’t believe they’d wasted so much time earlier talking about hairdos.

“Okay.” Polo nodded. It’s not like she hadn’t seen bad hair before. After all, she’d seen Butterbean in the morning. “We’ll be fast. No bangs talk.”

She and Marco fist-bumped and then peeked into the room.

The lights in Biscuit’s apartment were mostly off, but they could tell that the living room was a lot like Mrs. Food’s, with cozy-looking furniture and doilies on the tables. It was totally empty, except for one small figure silhouetted in the window. A Yorkshire terrier–shaped figure. Biscuit.

He was standing on a cushioned bench in the shadows, and he was obviously very angry. He was barking so furiously that every bark lifted him off his feet. His face was so close to the window that he’d smeared the glass with an elaborate design using only the moisture from his nose. (Polo was pretty sure that part was unintentional.)

“There he is. YOOHOO! BISCUIT!” Polo leaned forward to get a closer look.

It was only then that Biscuit stepped out of the shadows.

Polo blinked. Twice.

“Whoa!” Polo staggered back in shock. “Wow. I mean. Um. I think that’s Biscuit.” She composed herself just in time. They had a plan, and the plan didn’t involve hair commentary.

Polo took a deep breath and waved her arm. “Um, MR. BISCUIT!” she called. “UP HERE!”

She had almost caught Biscuit’s eye when she heard a gasp next to her.

“HOLY COW.” Marco grabbed Polo’s free arm. “POLO! Polo, holy cow. Look at those BANGS!”

“Focus on the assignment! Remember? No hair commentary?” Polo hissed.

Spies didn’t get distracted by bad bangs (even if they really wanted to).

“But those are PEOPLE BANGS!” Marco pressed his face against the grate to get a better look. “That dog has PEOPLE BANGS.”

Polo nodded grimly. Biscuit’s hair had been lopped off just above the eyes, giving him thick, heavy bangs that made him look like he had a human bowl-cut hairdo.

Marco couldn’t help but stare. Maybe Butterbean was right about the barking. Those bangs would make him angry too.

“Don’t look at the bangs,” Polo said. “Just look at something else.”

“Right, right,” Marco said, taking a deep breath and looking away from the bangs. “We’re professionals, I know. We’re spies. We can’t get distracted. It’s just… wait, what’s with his FEET?”
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The bangs were bad enough. Polo didn’t want to look at the feet. But there was no way she could resist. She looked at the feet.

Polo gave a shrill squeak and stopped waving.

Biscuit’s hair was still long and luxurious, just like it had been when she’d seen him before. But it had been cut straight across about three inches from the floor, so Biscuit’s shaved naked feet stuck out awkwardly. It looked like he was wearing a silky horse blanket. Or a caftan. Or some kind of grass skirt. It was like the whole haircut was designed to draw attention to his tiny naked feet.

“Butterbean told us it was bad,” Polo said.

“I know.” Naked dog feet weren’t something Marco thought should bother him, but for some reason they really did.

Polo snapped out of it first. She put her hands on Marco’s shoulders. “We need to pull ourselves together! Forget the feet. Forget the bangs. We’re SECRET SPIES. We need to pass on our message.”

Marco nodded. “You’re right.” He stepped forward and hissed through the grate. “BISCUIT!”

Biscuit’s ears swiveled around as he scanned the room. “SHOW YOURSELVES, INTRUDERS!” he barked angrily. “YOU’RE NO MATCH FOR ME! I’LL STOP YOU! YOU’LL NEVER TAKE THIS APARTMENT!”

Polo glanced anxiously at Marco. That wasn’t exactly the reception she’d expected. She stuck her arm out of the vent again and waved in what she hoped was a cheery spy-message kind of way.

“Um, Biscuit, hi,” Polo yelled. “Calm down! We’re friends! We’re here with a message.”

“I’LL RIP YOU TO SHREDS!” Biscuit barked. “I’LL TAKE YOU APART!”

“Right. So, um, we’ve got a message from Butterbean,” Marco called.

“She’s coming to help!” Polo added. “We’re here to help!” It was hard to keep waving enthusiastically while Biscuit was threatening them like that. “But you need to stop barking!”

“I’LL RIP YOUR EARS OFF!” Biscuit barked so hard that he fell off the bench, then growled and turned on it like the bench had personally attacked him. “I’LL USE YOUR TAILS FOR DENTAL FLOSS!”

“Goodness,” Polo said, thrown. She hadn’t expected Biscuit to be quite so descriptive.

Marco touched his tail carefully. “Can he do that?” he whispered. “The tail thing?” He was kind of attached to his tail.

Polo shook her head. “He’s bluffing,” she said. She just hoped she was right.

She took a deep breath and tried again. “We know Butterbean, your friend. She will—”

“So you’ve got Butterbean, have you?” Biscuit growled. “WELL, YOU WON’T GET PAST ME!” He let off another volley of barking, leaping on and off the bench and racing around the room.

A loud thumping sound came from the apartment next door. “QUIET!” a voice shouted.

Biscuit turned to the wall and let out a howl.

“That must be Teacher Man,” Polo said. “In 2B?”

“We should go. We’re making it worse,” Marco said, watching Biscuit race around the room. He’d never heard Teacher Man yell like that. “But we did what we said we’d do. We passed on the message. So it was kind of a successful mission?”
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“I guess,” Polo said. They hadn’t been very successful at getting Biscuit to stop barking.

Marco backed away from the grate. “I don’t think we convinced him, though.”

Polo shook her head. “No. But did you see? He was looking out of that window. He’s barking at something specific.” The fur on her neck prickled. “Something outside.”
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