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I’m working undercover on a top-secret assignment when there’s a knock on the office door.

A man enters. He’s tall, dressed in a pinstriped suit, and carrying a leather briefcase. I check him out—an FBI agent who wants to hire Kat and me for a top-secret mission?

Then I hear a faint ticking sound coming from the briefcase. A bomb! I hare to warn Kat!

“Allie!” my sister calls out sharply. I jump up, cracking my head on the bottom of the drawer.

“Daydreaming again?” she asks as she peers under her office desk.

I smile sheepishly as I rub my aching head. “Sort of.”

“Finish scraping the gum off the bottom of that drawer. The school bus will be here in twenty minutes.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I grumble. School. It’s the first week of class, but I’d rather be investigating suspicious fires and deadbeat dads than hanging out in sixth grade.

In front of the desk my sister and the man in the pinstriped suit keep talking. Okay, so he doesn’t have a bomb in his briefcase, but he must want to hire my sister for some exciting reason.

As I stab at the hardened blob of gum, I strain my ears, trying to hear their conversation. Mr. Pinstriped Suit says something about needing a safe place to store his briefcase. He’s a doctor in town for the weekend—a medical convention.

I roll my eyes. Whoopee. He’s probably just carrying free samples of antacids and nasal spray. I poke hard at the gum with the scissors, finally popping the wad off the bottom of the drawer. When I back out from under the desk, my knee tromps on Dr. Pinstripe’s tasseled loafers. He glares down at me, one black brow arched. The Allie-Kat Detective Agency’s standard contract is in his hands.

My twenty-eight-year-old sister, Katherine “Kat” Monroe, stands by the apartment door holding my backpack. As always she looks more like a model for Glamour magazine than a private investigator—PI, for short.

“School, Allie,” she repeats. As if she needs to remind me. No kid can forget the shock of the first week back to school.

“Did you comb your hair?” she asks when I stand and brush the dust woolies off my jeans.

I tug at a snarled strand of long, auburn waves. “Yes. No. Well, sort of.” I did comb my hair—last night.

She sighs. Taking care of your little sister isn’t easy when you’re trying to run a detective agency. “How about your teeth?”

I bare them. She grimaces. “They’re yellow and fuzzy. Go brush them again.”

“Do I have to?” I whine. Actually I never brushed them the first time. When Kat nods firmly I march across the office, trying to show our new client that I’m twelve years old and sick of being treated like a baby. When my dad died a month ago, his death left just Kat and me. Our relationship is a work-in-progress.

Sleet, our cat, is stretched out on the sunny windowsill. When I pass by I ruffle his black fur. Indignantly he attacks his coat with his tongue, smoothing it into glistening satin.

Sleet is one reason we named the agency “Allie-Kat.” Last winter Dad and I found him in the alley behind the apartment building, foraging for food in the trashcans. Now he’s fat, spoiled, and lazy.

In the bathroom I grin at the mirror. Yuck. My teeth are yellow and fuzzy, and is that a cornflake? As I brush my teeth, I sidle close to the open door, cocking my head so I can hear the voices floating down the hall.

The office of the Allie-Kat Detective Agency is located in the front room of our two-bedroom apartment. This is handy for doing many things—like eavesdropping. I like to keep track of my sister’s cases so I can help her. Which is why schools such a pain. It’s tough to follow the trail of a runaway mother when you’re cooped up in a classroom.

“Allie! The bus will be here any minute!”

“Com-ming.” I spit, rinse, then check my hair in the mirror. As usual my sister’s right. My hair looks like it was styled by a tornado. Kat’s hair hangs in a smooth, platinum blonde pageboy—even after she’s been awake all night on a stakeout. That’s because we have different genes. Same father. Different mothers. My mother died when I was five years old. Cancer. Kat’s mother, Marjorie Monroe, is fifty-six and still gorgeous. She lives in Hollywood and models for commercials. Genes. See what I mean?

I grab a hair scrunchy and hurry into the office. Dr. Pinstripe is signing the contract. My sister hides her relief with a serious expression. We live in the small town of Stanford, Virginia, where wealthy clients don’t flock to private investigators like they do on TV.

Kat took over my dad’s business only a month ago, and she hasn’t been swamped with clients. I guess people are hesitant to hire a female investigator. Guarding a briefcase might not be glamorous, but it helps pay the bills.

The doctor hands the contract and briefcase to my sister. Slowly I pull my hair into a ponytail, watching while Kat opens the safe. Dr. Pinstripe is watching her too. Not that there’s anything valuable in the safe. Just old case files, my mom’s wedding band, my dad’s sergeant’s badge, and a jar full of baby teeth.

When Kat bends to twirl the dial, her gun holster pokes out from under the hem of her lightweight sportcoat. She’s an ex-police officer and always carries a Smith & Wesson .38.

I glance at the doctor. A slight smile parts his mustached lips. The sight of the gun must reassure him that Kat Monroe, private investigator, will risk her life for his baby aspirin.

My sister tucks the briefcase into the safe. After she secures the lock, she whirls around to face me and points to the door. “Allie. The bus.”

“Okay, okay. I’m going.” Sort of. In slow motion I fling my backpack over one shoulder. Every morning I wait until the last minute to leave, especially if my sister is working on a new case.

Kat reassures Dr. Pinstripe that the briefcase will be secure in the safe. He writes her a check, telling her that he’ll be back on Monday morning to pick it up.

As I shuffle to the door I peek over his shoulder, trying to see the amount of the check. Enough for a new bike? Nah. Only fifty dollars. But it’ll buy groceries.

I’m shrugging my pack onto my back when the good doctor hikes up his shirt cuff to check the time on his Rolex. My gaze lands on his exposed wrist’ and I freeze.

Nestled on his arm is the tattoo of a snake winding around a knife. Blood drips from the blade.

My detective’s intuition snaps into high gear. A snake tattoo? Warning bells clang in my head. Something’s wrong, they’re ringing. There’s no way our new client is a doctor!


CHAPTER TWO

The “doctor” straightens his arms and smoothes his cuff over his wrist. Still behind him I leap in the air, waving frantically, trying to catch my sister’s attention.

Kat has to know that our new client lied. Doctors don’t have snake tattoos. There’s no way he’s in Stanford for a medical convention.

Kat shoots me an annoyed look then beams at Mr. No-Way-He’s-a-Doctor. “Thank you, and I’ll be expecting you on Monday.” She shakes his hand and ushers him out the door.

When it shuts behind him Kat spins to face me. “What is your problem besides the fact that you’re going to miss the bus and I’m not going to drive you?”

“Our new client is no doctor?” I declare. “He has a snake tattoo!”

Instead of opening her mouth in shock she says, “So? Aren’t doctors allowed to have tattoos?”

“Well, well—no,” I sputter. “Can you imagine Doctor Warner with a bloody knife on his arm?”

“Allie, Doctor Warner is a sixty-six-year-old pediatrician. Doctors today are, well, hipper” Kat carries the signed contract over to her desk. A computer and printer fill most of the top of it. A tall, metal file cabinet stands beside it.

She pulls open the top drawer of the file cabinet and takes out a new folder. I follow her, plopping my backpack onto her desk chair.

“You’re going to miss the bus,” she declares again between clenched teeth as she writes a name on the tab—Dr. H. Smith.

“Smith.” I tap the folder. “That proves it. What a phony name.”

Kat sighs. “The H stands for Harold. No self-respecting criminal would choose Harold Smith for an alias.”

“What about his address then? I bet it’s phony”

“He’s staying at the Holiway Inn next to the interstate, and I already know they’re having a medical convention this weekend at the Eagleside.”

She checks the address written on the contract. “He’s from Baltimore. Lakeside Medical Group. Sounds legit.” She glances over at me. “Satisfied?”

I shrug halfheartedly. My intuition is never wrong. Okay, almost never.

Kat smiles. Her teeth are so white she could model for toothpaste commercials with her mom. “Hey, I didn’t notice his tattoo, Allie. You’ve got good instincts, little sis. And I might be concerned if we were doing something risky for him, but he just wants a secure place for his briefcase….” Her voice trails off and her eyes shift toward the safe.

We both stare at it, wondering the same thing: What’s in that briefcase?

Kat’s the first one to turn back. “It’s probably just important papers. I can’t blame him for not wanting to leave them at the Holiway. That place gets lots of weird traffic off the interstate, and last month, they had a robbery. Besides, unless the check bounces I don’t care who our new client is. Someone’s got to pay the rent, you know!”

“You’re right,” I admit reluctantly. I throw my pack over my shoulder. The roar of a motor rumbles through the open window that overlooks Waverly Street.

“The bus!” I race out the door and clatter down the narrow steps. Our apartment is located on the second floor of a historic—a fancy word for really old and creaky—apartment building in downtown Stanford. Below us is the Waverly Deli. Even at eight-fifteen in the morning, the stairway smells like pastrami and sauerkraut.

When I reach the sidewalk I look left. The bus has stopped on the corner of Waverly and Augusta. My best friend, Mei Nuyen, waves for me to hurry before she boards. Her parents run the Valley Clinic, which is three doors down from the Waverly Deli. The Nuyens come to work early and stay late, which is why Mei and her brother Brian get on and off at my bus stop even though they live in a huge house in a classy section of Stanford.

I take off running, but the bus doors close behind her. “I have a tight schedule to keep!” Mr. Stanley tells me every time I’m late.

By the time I reach the corner the bus is pulling into rush-hour traffic, spewing fumes. Mei waves from the back window. Gasping for breath I stop at the curb. There’s no way Kat will drive me to school. I’ll have to walk.

Grimacing I hike my backpack—filled with a ton of books I forgot to open last night—high onto my shoulders. It’s only a mile, but in the late summer heat, I’ll arrive at school smelling like my deodorant failed.

I trudge to the crosswalk and wait for the light to change. The squeal of brakes, then the growl of a car motor make me glance up Augusta Street.

Someone screams. A block ahead, traffic halts into a tangled mess. Car doors open and I hear yelling.

An accident?

Forgetting all about school I tear across Waverly, barely pausing to look both ways. Already cars are backed up a block in every direction. The only time downtown Stanford has a lot of traffic is weekday mornings when everybody’s fighting to get to work.

Up ahead a circle of people is huddled in the middle of Augusta. The whoo-whoo of a police siren grows louder.

By the time I reach the scene of the accident, a bike-team officer is pushing his way through the crowd. I stop behind several people blocking the way. Hopping on two feet I try to see over bobbing heads. Finally I stoop and peek under a woman’s elbow. The sight makes me catch my breath.

A man is sprawled in the middle of the road, the double white traffic line neatly bisecting him. He’s on his back, his arms flung awkwardly outward. I clap a hand over my mouth, choking back a gasp. The man’s sleeve is hiked up, and on his arm is the tattoo of a snake curled around a bloody knife.


CHAPTER THREE

I stagger backward so fast that I trip over my own feet and land hard on my butt. My backpack flops onto the pavement.

The smell of car exhaust makes my head swim. Or is it the gruesome sight of Dr. Harold Smith, our new client, lying in his own blood?

“Hey Allie, are you all right?” Someone taps my shoulder. Officer Luke Tauraso hunkers beside me. He’s wearing a bike-team uniform—black spandex shorts, white polo shirt, and white helmet. A badge that reads “Police—Stanford, VA” is silk-screened above the pocket of his shirt.

I nod weakly. My face must be green because he frowns in concern.

Luke Tauraso is the most gorgeous police officer on the Stanford City Police Force. He also has a major league crush on my sister.

“What are you doing here?” Luke’s expression turns suspicious. “Why aren’t you in school?”

“I missed the bus.” Picking up my backpack I struggle to my feet. There’s no way I’m going to tell him the man on the street is our client, but I can do a little digging for information. I scrunch up my face, trying to appear appropriately upset by the accident. “Is he um, dead?”

“No.” Luke nods toward the barrage of patrol officers, arriving medical technicians, and curious onlookers. “But he’s badly hurt. They’re transporting him to Stanford Medical Center!”

“What happened?”

He shrugs his broad shoulders. “I’m not sure. Someone mentioned a ten-fifty-seven.”

My heart skips a beat. My intuition is right! A ten-fifty-seven is a hit-and-run. Not your everyday occurrence in normal old Stanford. This confirms my suspicions that something about Dr. H. Smith is definitely out of whack.

“Any witnesses?” I ask excitedly.

Abruptly Luke turns and fixes his dark eyes on me. He has black hair shaved short around his ears, movie-star eyes, and eyelashes a mile long. “Hey, you need to get to school. This stuff isn’t for kids.”

“So who’s a kid?” I counter, but his warning look tells me I better shut up. “Right. School.” I smile wanly as though taking his advice to heart, but inside I’m exploding with fireworks. Wait until Kat finds out!

“Thanks, and keep me posted,” I tell Luke before turning and running down Augusta Street. When I burst into the office Kat frowns down at her computer keyboard.

“What are you doing here?” she asks without even glancing up. “You’re supposed to be on the bus.”

“Doctor Smith,” I gasp, clutching the stitch in my side, “is on his way to Stanford Medical. Luke said it looked like a ten-fifty-seven.”

“What?” Kat’s chin snaps up and she spins in her chair.

“A ten-fifty-seven,” I repeat. “A hit-and-run. You know, an accident where the vehicle doesn’t stop.”

“I know what a ten-fifty-seven is.” Kat bites her lip. She saves the information she’d been typing on the computer, then turns it off. Even in an emergency Kat keeps a cool head. Standing, she pulls her purse strap off the back of her chair.

“Where are we going?” I ask as I tag after her to the door. “To the hospital? The crime scene? The police department?”

“You’re going to school. You’re not going to be late for your first spelling test.”

My excitement fizzles. “Gee, thanks,” I say sarcastically, even though I know the reason Kat’s so paranoid about school. When my father died, the court awarded Kat temporary custody. Kat’s working hard to get permanent custody, but if she messes up—if we mess up—I could end up in foster care again.

Before Kat made the move to Stanford I stayed with a foster family named the Stricklers. You know how some houses can be identified by a certain smell? The Strickler’s house smelled like cooked cabbage. Don’t ask me why. Mrs. Strickler’s specialty was TV dinners, but the smell will forever remind me of an experience I’d rather forget.

Our car’s parked in the garage behind our apartment building. To get there we have to walk down the alley, picking our way past a Dumpster, garbage cans, and recycling bins. Still, it’s not all trash. Right behind our building is a little back yard—not the grassy green expanse you find in the suburbs—but it has room for two tomato plants and clusters of marigolds. They grow along the wooden fence that separates us from Madame Lazarus, Palm Reader, who lives next door.

The garage is made of brick and used to be a carriage house and stable. Now, instead of housing a pair of horses, it holds Kats nondescript Chevy (perfect for stakeouts), my ancient bike (lousy for riding), and some mud-crusted pots and garden tools.

As Kat backs the car out of the garage I glance up to the fire escape. Sleet is sitting on the metal landing, eyeing a bird perched on the telephone wire. Nothing moves but the tip of his tail. We leave the kitchen window open so he can come and go whenever he wants. I wish I had his freedom.

“Aren’t you even a teensy bit curious why someone ran over There’s-No-Way-He’s-a-Doctor Smith?” I ask as Kat pulls onto Second Street.

“Probably an accident.” Kat drives intently, her gaze darting from the rearview mirror to the road to the sidewalk to the storefronts. This is part of her training as a police officer, she once told me, because you never want to miss a thing.

Kat was a Richmond, Virginia, police officer for seven years. When our dad died she decided to come home to Stanford, take over the detective agency, and take care of me. Although she had been promoted twice at Richmond, I like to think she’s happy with her decision. Still, she never talks about it.

“An accident!” I scoff. “No way. When was the last time Stanford had a hit-and-run? When cars were called ‘horseless carriages’?”

She didn’t have an answer. I bet it’s because she knew all along there was something fishy about Dr. Smith.

The car whizzes into the school parking lot at the same time my bus arrives.

“So what happens next?” I ask. “Are you going to try and find out who Doctor Smith really is?”

“I’ve already been checking. Now it’s time for you to concentrate on school.” Kat’s thumb jerks toward the car door motioning for me to get out.

“I’m not moving until you tell me what you found out about Doctor Smith.” Plopping my backpack onto my lap, I settle deep into the car seat. I can be just as stubborn as my sister.

“All right. I called Baltimore Information. There is no Lakeside Medical Group, and” she pauses dramatically before adding, “no listing for a Doctor Harold Smith. You were right, Allie. For some reason our new client lied to us.”


CHAPTER FOUR

My mouth falls open. Not that I’m really surprised Dr. Smith isn’t a doctor. Being an awesome, brilliant detective, I knew it all along.

“I told you so” I say. “Doctor Smith was such a phony name. From now on we should call him Mr. Tattoo.”
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