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To Ann and Jill.

For mostly not being as weird as Sloan and Amelia’s families. Mostly.

And to Aiden for arriving late to the show.






Prologue AN UNWANTED NIGHTTIME RIDE


Beneath the sparkling stars, the roller-coaster car lurched forward.

Up the half-finished track of the first hill and toward the one-hundred-and-fifty-foot drop on the other side.

Without the rest of the track to catch it.

Thirteen-year-old Amelia jabbed at the release button on her harness, but nothing happened. If she and her friend Sloane could just get out of the car before it started going too quickly, they’d be able to climb over the back and onto the tracks. “My harness is jammed!”

“Mine too!” Sloane cried as the car shivered. The wind off Lake Erie whipped her ponytail around her face. Since the electricity was only turned on for test purposes while it was being built, the roller coaster didn’t seem to be working exactly as intended.

Rather than speeding upward, the car’s wheels ground against the track, reluctant to begin its trip forward.

Which Amelia could understand.

She was reluctant to begin it too.

And even more reluctant to finish it.

Roller coasters—she’d always known they were a bad idea. Fling people up toward the sky and then smash then back toward the earth again? Then be pleasantly surprised when they didn’t end up as gooey messes?

Yeah, seemed like a great idea.

Amelia had always known that, eventually, something could go wrong.

She just had never imagined that it would be someone trying to murder her.

Next to Amelia, Sloane tried to wriggle free from the harness. Unfortunately, test car or not, the harness was there to keep people from falling out.

No matter how badly they wanted to fall out.

To keep from plummeting even further.

As Sloane continued to struggle, Amelia looked down at the murky, gravelly construction site around them.

Icy cold panic gripped her.

This was a nightmare.

She’d had actual nightmares about this exact thing!

That was it.

There was no way Amelia’s brain was going to let the outside world be as scary as the things in it sometimes were!

“Nopenopenopenopenope!” Amelia shrieked, twisting and contorting her body like a snake.

As already mentioned, harnesses are designed to keep people inside a roller-coaster car, no matter what the laws of gravity and physics throw at them.

They are not, apparently, intended to confine an extremely frantic, extremely determined Amelia.

Writhing, she got her head under one strap, and then tugged the rest of her body free as the car angled upward.

Clutching the back of the car, she slid over it and onto the track, tumbling downward.

“Amelia! Don’t leave me!” Sloane yelled. She tried to turn around, but her own harness kept her firmly in place. Darn her strong bones and muscles!

Amelia, however, didn’t answer.

Left alone in the roller-coaster car, Sloane faced forward again.

She could see where the tracks gave way to the night sky.

To nothing but empty air.

This couldn’t be happening.

This couldn’t be how her summer vacation ended.

Best case scenario, she was going to end up in a full body cast in the hospital rather than starting her eighth-grade year with everyone else.

Worst-case scenario…

Well, Sloane didn’t want to think about the worst-case scenario.

How had they gotten here?

Why had they ever accepted this investigation in the first place?

The end of the tracks loomed closer…

… and closer.






One A NEW CASE


It all began—as these things usually did—with Amelia being extremely dramatic.

There was nothing particularly surprising about that. Amelia was usually dramatic.

What was unusual was that she was being dramatic at a softball game.

(It should be noted that plenty of people get excited at softball games. However, that’s typically because they’re watching the game and have strong feelings about how their team is doing.)

However, when Amelia began shouting, it had nothing to do with the game.

In fact, she wasn’t even aware that there was a softball game going on at all.

On the other hand, Sloane noticed the game.

Maybe because she was in it.

The sun hit her eyes as she stepped up to bat. She tugged at the brim of her cap and squinted. Overhead, the sun panted in the sky above the Wauseon softball diamonds. As though trying to find a cloud with which to shade itself—and finding none. Puffs of dust rose from the grass in the outfield, which had turned crispy and brown with the July heat. Nearby, a train rumbled along the tracks, shaking loose chunks of gravel and adding even more dust into the air.

On the pitcher’s mound, Mackenzie Snyder squinted back at Sloane. She wasn’t trying to block out the dazzling sunlight, however.

She was doing it because she didn’t like what she was seeing.

Specifically, Sloane.

Shrugging, Sloane hefted her bat onto her shoulder and braced her legs. She knew how Mackenzie pitched. Just a little too close to the batter’s body. Not close enough to hit them, just close enough to make a nervous batter flinch backward.

Fortunately, Sloane wasn’t nervous.

Her teammates called her “Slayer Sloane” for her killer nerves under pressure.

But as Mackenzie cranked back her pitching arm, Amelia appeared in the far parking lot near the high school, running and shrieking, “Sloane!”

Instinctively, Sloane’s head twitched away from Mackenzie and toward her friend. Short and with a fiery mane of red curls, Amelia had made it across the parking lot and now ran along the chain-link fence separating right field from a creek bristling with wildflowers.

“Strike one!” the umpire cried as the softball whizzed past Sloane and was caught by Mackenzie’s teammate Kyleigh.

“Aw, Mr. Roth!” Sloane turned toward her seventh-grade English teacher. He made extra money in the summertime by umpiring softball games. “I was distracted!”

“Sorry, Sloane.” He crossed his arms. “That’s on you. Mac’s pitch was perfectly good.”

Out on the mound, Mackenzie cackled as Kyleigh slung the ball back to her.

“Sloane! Sloane-Sloane-Sloane!” Amelia tried to climb the chain-link fence. Neither terribly coordinated nor wearing very good shoes for it, she didn’t succeed. “Sloane! You won’t believe the news!”

News? In spite of herself, Sloane found her attention jerked toward Amelia again. Whatever it was, it probably had to do with their detective agency and YouTube channel: Osburn and Miller-Poe Investigations.

“Mr. Roth, can I please have a second?” Sloane begged, but her teacher-turned-umpire shook his head.

“Sorry, Sloane,” he said again. “Not unless your coach calls a time-out.”

Over in the shade of the ancient dugout, Sloane’s entire team glared at her, daring her to use up one of their precious timeouts.

Sloane swallowed and lifted up her bat, ignoring Amelia’s pleas.

Mackenzie smirked at her. In typically evil-but-perfect Mackenzie “Mac Attack” Snyder fashion, she timed her next pitch just right.

Right, that is, as Amelia drew closer, rattling the metal fence and shrieking, “It’s amazing! But we have to come up with a plan quick! Before my family does!”

Amelia’s family? Sloane shuddered at the thought.

And swung a second too late.

“Strike two!”

Amelia released the fence and disappeared behind the dugout, closer to the gate. Sloane prayed that Mackenzie would pitch before Amelia made it onto the diamond.

Mac did, for once mistiming the exact moment to make someone else miserable.

Grateful that even evil geniuses sometimes mess up, Sloane cracked the ball into the outfield. Mylie, the right fielder, tried to catch it, but her glove just missed. A fraction of an inch higher, and the softball would have made it over the fence and splashed into the creek, guaranteeing a home run. Instead, it chunked against the metal bar and thudded into the weeds.

Sloane would have to run for it.

“RUN!” her coach and teammates screamed from the dugout. “Run, Slayer, run!”

She took off toward first base.

As Amelia burst through the gate.

“Sloane!” Amelia panted behind her friend, completely uninterested in everyone shouting at her to get off the field. “We’ve been hired! Actually hired! With money! Someone wants to pay us to solve a mystery!”

What? What?! Hitting first base, Sloane’s instinct was to turn around. Instead, she forced herself to pivot toward second and pick up the pace.

Lifting up the skirts of a white dress that had no place on a dirty baseball diamond, Amelia chugged along after Sloane, still talking, “He saw the series we did on Ma Yaklin’s Missing Millions last month, and he was super impressed!”

“Amelia Miller-Poe, get off the field!” Mr. Roth shouted. When that didn’t stop her, he blew his whistle.

In the dugout, half of Sloane’s team was chanting “Run, Slayer, run! Run, Slayer, run!”

While the other half yelled at Amelia.

Sloane ignored it all, reaching second base. She wasn’t breathing properly and her running form was terrible, thanks to the distractions, but Sloane ignored that, too.

Because out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mylie flee from a hornet guarding the ball.

She could do this. She could make it.

Behind her, an exhausted-but-determined Amelia kept up, even though she lost a white shoe somewhere around second base when her heel broke. “He heard that BuzzFeed might be doing an interview with us and that we might even be getting our own show on Apple TV!”

BuzzFeed? Apple TV? When had all that happened? This was all new to Sloane. It was also almost enough to get her to slow down and turn around.

Almost.

But not quite.

Her lungs knocked against her ribs, begging her to stop. Sloane reached third base just as Mylie finally stunned the hornet with a swat of her leather mitt and scooped up the ball. By now, everyone was screaming.

At Sloane to run harder.

At Mylie to throw the ball.

At Amelia to get off the dang field.

“We’re actually getting hired, Sloane! By someone who wants to pay us! But my family wants to ‘help’! We’ve got to stop them, Sloane!” Amelia managed to make herself heard over the shrill screech of Mr. Roth’s whistle.

The softball zoomed through the air. Sloane put on an extra burst of speed, not caring if her lungs collapsed from the effort. She slid into home plate in a cloud of dirt and flying clumps of dandelions as she heard the THWACK of the ball hitting Kyleigh’s glove.

“SAFE!” Mr. Roth shouted his verdict.

Sloane’s team roared their approval as Mackenzie stormed in from the pitcher’s mound to argue. Sloane remained on the ground.

Gasping for air like a beached goldfish.

Amelia’s sweaty, freckled face and frazzled curls blocked out Sloane’s view of the sky above.

“He’s in town today from Sandusky and wants to meet us at the Red Rambler Coffee House at three this afternoon. But my parents say we can’t meet him there without an adult,” Amelia panted, flopping down on the chalk line next to Sloane. Much like the chalk line itself, Amelia’s dress was no longer as white as it had once been. “I mean, not just some random adult either, but—you know—one of our adults. Now, my mom and dad and Aiden and Ashley are all trying to rearrange their schedules so they can be there. We can’t let them, Sloane! Even if they don’t take over, they’ll creep him out! What are we going to do?”

“Ungh” was all Sloane could come up with. She really needed a drink of water. And to get off the field so the next batter could come up. Without stepping on Sloane’s face. Which Taylor from the other team was threatening to do as she came in to replace Mackenzie as pitcher since Mr. Roth kicked her off the field for bad sportsmanship.

“I don’t know what ‘ungh’ means!” Amelia got to her feet, dragging Sloane along with her. Then she froze. “Oh no. They’re here.”

Amelia’s tone dropped from loud and frantic to a soft whisper of horror.

Following her friend’s gaze, Sloane watched as a shiny black BMW minivan careened its way into the parking lot, sending gravel skittering everywhere.

A very noisy, very bossy, very confident group of Miller-Poes poured out of it.

They stormed the field as though there to pillage it. There were only four of them, but somehow, there always seemed to be more. A whole pack of Vikings, barking out orders and their opinions.

All while truly believing they were actually helping.

“I’ll review the contract details!” Amelia’s father, the Judge promised. “See if we can’t squeeze a few more dollars out of this fellow!”

“I want terms! And conditions!” her mother, Amanda Miller snapped.

“Don’t worry, Amelia! We’ll be with you the entire time!” her half brother, Aiden, promised while her half sister, Ashley, nodded vigorously and added, “We’ll be your security team!”

With a whimper, Amelia collapsed onto the baseline again. As though trying to camouflage herself there.

Having had all three Miller-Poe children in class over the years, Mr. Roth was used to dealing with the family. He got Amelia to her feet and shoved everyone out the gate to the bleachers.

Free of distractions (aside from the yelling that continued over by the bleachers), the game resumed.

Sloane crawled back to the dugout, where she collapsed in a filthy, sweaty heap onto the bench and chugged water from a paper cone. Her teammates all slapped her approvingly on the back.

However, despite Sloane’s run, Mackenzie’s team won by one point.

Ugh.

“It’s your friend Amelia’s fault,” one of Sloane’s teammates grumbled.

Funny how quickly Sloane had gone from hero to villain.

Or at least the villain’s friend.

“You missed that fly ball of Kyleigh’s,” Sloane shot back. The girl grabbed her bag and flounced off without any more complaints about Amelia.

Who had spent the rest of the game on the sidelines, surrounded by her family.

Shouting and arguing among themselves.

While Amelia melted onto the hot, metal bleachers. She was now a puddle of white skirts, red hair, and misery. Chin resting on hand, waiting for her family to tire out.

“I can’t go!” The Judge swiped at his phone, nose practically pressed to the screen. “I’ve got to hear arguments for a search warrant about some sort of shady illegal bingo operation that’s going on in town.”

“I’m lifeguarding all afternoon at the pool!” Aiden, studied his own phone. “Maybe I could just leave behind a bunch of life preservers?”

“I’ve got a very important investor lunch!” Amanda Miller cried. “Maybe I could tell them to check out that bingo operation?”

“I have to do filing at the courthouse!” Ashley huffed. “Judge Friedman gets very upset when her nails aren’t nice and even!”

Sloane dragged her bag over to her friend on the bleachers. Only to shoot back up again as the blisteringly hot metal touched the bare skin of her legs.

“YEEE-OUCH!” Sloane hopped around, trying to cool them off.

All the Miller-Poes stopped talking and blinked at her in surprise.

Amelia seized the moment of silence. “Remember what our family therapist said? You all need to listen more and stop trying to control everything! Don’t make me tell Dr. Spieles on you!”

That set off another round of outraged comments. Miller-Poes did not like being tattled on.

Because it implied that Miller-Poes had done something wrong.

Which, in turn, hinted that they might be less-than-perfect.

And that was obviously a crime.

As Sloane rubbed at her scorched thighs, her gaze fell on her Granny Kitty and Granny Pearl sitting in the grass beneath an elaborate striped-and-tasseled private tent.

“My grannies will do it,” Sloane croaked, still thirsty. When no one other than Amelia heard her, Sloane croaked louder. “Hey, hey. My grannies can go with us.”

Once again, everyone stopped jabbering over each other. They swung their attention toward the striped-and-tasseled tent.

Granny Kitty, Granny Pearl, and Great-Grandma Nanna Tia—sat in its shade. Battery-powered fans added a cooling breeze as Nanna Tia relaxed in a lounge chair. She wore a straw hat, sunglasses, and a loose flowery dress. Sipping a smoothie from a coconut shell, she watched as Granny Kitty and Granny Pearl counted stacks of money.

The two of them wore matching floral tracksuits, running shoes, and fanny packs. They both wore visors on their heads like they had stumbled out of a Las Vegas casino’s money-counting room.

Which… they sort of had.

Realizing it, Sloane gasped and stormed over to them.

“Are you betting on the games again?” she demanded, causing Granny Kitty to freeze as she licked her fingers to better index the wad of one-dollar bills in her hands.

Granny Kitty exchanged a guilty look with Granny Pearl.

“Erm,” Granny Pearl cleared her throat awkwardly. Usually, the grannies weren’t at a loss for words. Suddenly suspicious, Sloane snatched up a piece of paper from the table and scanned it.

“You’re taking bets against my team?” Sloane gasped in outrage. “And you’re heavily favoring the other team?”

“Wait, what?” The Judge hurried over and reached for the paper. “That isn’t legal!”

“Oh my! Isn’t it?” Granny Kitty went all fluttery, assuming the persona of a confused, little old lady.

“We had no idea!” Granny Pearl swore.

Over in her lounge chair, Nanna Tia sipped her coconut smoothie and said, “Does your mother-in-law know it’s illegal? Because she phoned in a bet from Florida.”

This gave the Miller-Poes something new to shout about.

Amelia hooked her friend by her very sweaty, very stinky collar and dragged her into the shade beneath the bleachers. She handed Sloane a Gatorade that she’d fished out of the grannies’ cooler. “Maybe they’ll all argue long enough that we can meet up with Mr. Collymore on our own.”

Sloane wiped the back of her hand across her brow. Her long black ponytail lay wetly against her neck. “Wait. What? Who’s Mr. Collymore? Is he from BuzzFeed or Apple TV?”

Mackenzie swaggered past right at that moment. Somehow, in spite of the heat and all the exercise, she looked perfectly cool and collected. While Sloane’s hair had wilted beneath her ball cap, Mackenzie’s blond ponytail remained annoyingly perky and bouncy.

Hearing Sloane, Mac rolled her eyes and sneered, “Oh please. No one from BuzzFeed or Apple TV would be interested in your weird detective show. Only losers watch your YouTube channel anyhow.”

“More than fifty thousand losers!” Amelia objected hotly. “I’ll have you know we’re number one in Denmark now for historical mysteries hosted by people under the age of eighteen! That’s a lot of losers!”

Which… admittedly wasn’t exactly the best comeback ever.

Still smirking, Mac flounced off.

“Grrrrrr.” Amelia stomped her foot. “Just once, I’d like to win with her!”

Sloane swept the hat from her head and used it to fan her face. “Forget her. She’s just jealous that people from BuzzFeed and Apple TV are interested in our channel… Amelia? Why are you looking like that, Amelia? There is someone from one of those places who’s interested in us, right? You didn’t just make up this Collymore guy, did you? Amelia, answer me.”

Amelia suddenly had the same shifty look the grannies got when Sloane caught them in the middle of a scheme.

Twisting her fingers together nervously, Amelia felt her face flame even hotter than it had from Mackenzie’s humiliation. “Well… I might have exaggerated a little. Mr. Collymore is some rich guy from Sandusky. His daughter is one of our followers. It’s just that—well, with everyone yelling at me, I got all nervous! So, I kind of made it sound more important so they’d get how big of a deal this is. I thought if I said BuzzFeed and Apple TV were interested in us, everyone would stop being mad and get why I was so happy.”

“Urk.” Sloane got a whiff of how stinky the inside of her cap really was. She stopped fanning herself. “Okay, that’s disappointing. But it’s also exciting that someone wants to hire us. If we can get an adult or two to go with us.”

Both girls swung their attention back to the grannies’ fancy tent. The Judge was deep in conversation with Nanna Tia. Just like his daughter a moment before, he’d gone red in the face, and was gulping like a goldfish, too. He and Amelia had never actually looked more alike.

“Now, now.” Nanna Tia patted the Judge on the arm. “Betting is just a bit of harmless fun. All the money we make is donated to the Fulton County Humane Society to help take care of those poor cats and dogs. Same with our little knitting club!”

This was, in fact, all true. The grannies ran a variety of technically illegal betting clubs. They gave the county’s senior citizens something to do, while providing plenty of money to feed, shelter, spay, and neuter unwanted pets.

However, those clubs were still illegal.

“Knitting club?” The Judge looked confused. “I heard it was an illegal bingo club!”

Nanna Tia chuckled indulgently as she led the Judge and the rest of the Miller-Poes toward their shiny black van. “Why don’t you come to my house with the police for their surprise visit this afternoon so you can see for yourself. Oh, and don’t worry about Amelia! Kitty and Pearl will take care of her.”

With that, Nanna Tia shoved the Judge into the passenger seat of the van.

“ ‘Take care of her’?” he squeaked.

“Good care of her.” Nanna Tia smiled and shut the door.

As the Judge pressed his face against the window—clearly trying to figure out if his daughter would be safer with or without Granny Kitty and Granny Pearl—the rest of the Miller-Poes stuffed themselves into the van.

This included Amelia. Who’d been snagged by her mother so she could “… change into something more sensible. What on earth are you wearing?”

Like her father, Amelia pressed her face against the glass. “Have your grannies pick me up in an hour! And what I said earlier about BuzzFeed and Apple TV is sort of true! I’ve emailed them both and tagged them in our latest TikToks! So they might interview us or want to set us up with our own reality show! You never know!”

As the van pulled away, neither girl realized that getting a deal with BuzzFeed or Apple TV wouldn’t be their biggest problem.

That they’d both soon be riding a roller coaster straight out of a nightmare.

Or that they’d literally become tangled up in mayhem before it was all over.






Two HIRED!


The Miller-Poe family lived in a big, sparkly house next to a big, green golf course full of big, sparkly ponds. To Amelia, practically everything about both the house and the golf course screamed, LOOK AT US!!! AREN’T WE PERFECT AND AMAZING???

Everything except herself.

(In defense of the Miller-Poes, they didn’t intend to scream that at Amelia. The purpose of the big, sparkly house was to scream at everyone else. That’s usually the purpose of such houses. To shout other people down. In the case of the Miller-Poes, when the house said, Look at us! Aren’t we perfect and amazing?, what it was really saying was, Please don’t answer that question! Being a Miller-Poe involved a lot of anxiety.)

“You know we’re very proud of you, right?” Amanda Miller drew the minivan to a screeching halt in the garage. The garage—like the house and golf course—was also big and sparkling in a way a garage had no right to be.

Everyone tumbled out of the van so they could quickly fix themselves lunch before getting back to work. (In the Miller-Poe world, that meant “power” salads made from kale and “power” protein shakes made from even more kale. Amelia was a vegetarian, but that didn’t mean she wanted vegetables in her shakes.)

“If you’re all proud, then why won’t you let me and Sloane meet with Mr. Collymore alone?” Amelia objected grumpily, waving aside the kale shake, Aiden tried to offer her when she went into the kitchen.

“Amelia, it’s just common sense not to meet a stranger without your family around to back you up,” Aiden explained. He chugged his shake and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Even someplace public. I wouldn’t go meet some rando without Ashley to back me up. And you’d do the same, right Ash?”

“Right.” With one hand, Ashley stabbed distractedly at a salad. With the other, she tapped at her phone. “How do you know this guy is legit?”

Scowling, Amelia found some hummus and pretzel chips to eat. Everyone else scarfed down their food like it was some sort of competition. Which, with the Miller-Poes, it usually was.

“His name is Covington Collymore the Sixth. He lives in Sandusky, and he wants us to find something that his ancestor, Covington Collymore the First, lost about a hundred years ago. Plus, his daughter is a fan of ours, which is how he first heard about us.”

Ashley pulled up the Facebook page for a Covington Collymore VI from Sandusky, Ohio. “That all checks out. Ooo! He’s got an amazing mansion on the water!”

She swiveled her phone around so she could show the rest of the Miller-Poes a very modern-looking house overlooking Lake Erie. It had clean glass walls and clean steel roofs, and generally made Amelia feel very grubby and sticky just looking at it.

However, her family was impressed.

“It looks like his daughter is on the same dance team as your classmate Mackenzie Snyder,” her mom said, looking closer. “Her name is Carrington Collymore, but it looks like she goes by CeeCee. And the name of their dance team is… We Dance Better Than U. Huh. That’s a little cocky.”

It took a lot for a Miller-Poe to think something was arrogant.

Amelia’s heart sank at the mention of Mackenzie. She hadn’t known that CeeCee was friends with Mac. How could she be both a fan of Sloane and Amelia’s and BFFs with their sworn enemy?

Unless she wasn’t actually a fan of Sloane and Amelia, and this was somehow all a big joke.

No, it couldn’t be that. It just couldn’t be. Or, at the very least, Amelia wasn’t going to believe it until she had more proof than CeeCee simply being on the same team as Mackenzie.

Maybe the two of them weren’t really friends.

Maybe they were just teammates.

Better still, teammates and bitter rivals. Like Sloane and Mackenzie were during volleyball season.

Yes, bitter rivals would be good. Amelia perked up, much preferring this version of Mackenzie and CeeCee’s relationship.

In fact, she liked it so well that she gave in to her mom’s next request.

“Please. Just… let us help? A little?” Amanda Miller asked hesitantly. She didn’t normally ask people questions. Normally, she told them what to do. Clearly, asking rather than ordering took every bit of willpower that she had. She practically strained with the effort of it. Smiling pleadingly, teeth clenched as she squeezed her hands together.

“Oh all right,” Amelia agreed hesitantly.

The next thing she knew, Amelia found herself shoved into a black suit identical to her mom’s uniform of power suits. (To go along with the power salads and the power shakes. The best way to sell a Miller-Poe anything was to add the word “power” to its name.) Then Amanda Miller twisted Amelia’s curls into a tight bun, somehow managing to tame its usual frizz. She jammed pearl earrings into Amelia’s lobes, twisted a matching pearl strand around her neck, and thrust a pair of heels onto her feet.

Looking in the mirror, Amelia saw an identical, miniature version of her mother.

It was horrifying.

And yet…

Amelia also had to admit that it was the right style for the role she was playing today. She was about to go into an important business meeting. A meeting that could maybe-possibly-someday-eventually turn into an interview with BuzzFeed and a deal with Apple TV.

So Amelia didn’t change out of the black suit, and when Sloane pulled up in her grannies’ station wagon, Amelia staggered out to it in her heels.

“Wow. You look impressive!” Sloane said encouragingly. For her own part, she was grateful to have showered and changed into a clean pair of leggings and a shirt. That was Sloane’s idea of power dressing.

They drove across town to the Red Rambler Coffee Shop near the Walmart. It sat in an elderly strip mall, but it was actually pretty cozy on the inside. Large windows let in lots of golden sunlight, while flowers in vases added blooms of color, reflected in the chrome of the tabletops.

Nanna Tia was off showing both the Judge and the local police department the “knitting club” she ran in her living room. That made Granny Pearl and Granny Kitty more than happy to be chaperoning Sloane and Amelia instead of answering awkward questions asked by people with badges. The grannies ordered caramel frappés and settled down at a table toward the back of the coffee shop.

They both wore sunglasses with their athletic suits, and looked like a pair of elderly mobsters.

Which… wasn’t entirely wrong.

When Sloane tried to order a caramel frappé too, Amelia stopped her.

“We’re serious business people,” Amelia explained. “We need to drink serious drinks.” To the barista, she said, “Two plain black coffees, please.”

“But I don’t like plain black coffee!” Sloane protested. “It tastes like shoe polish!”

“You don’t know that. You’ve never had shoe polish!” Amelia accepted the cups and sat down at a table toward the back. “See, this is a power move. By sitting at the back, we make Covington Collymore come to us.”

“Sure.” Sloane figured Amelia knew better than she did about these things. “Is it a power move to order a chocolate chip cookie?”

“Definitely not.”

Sloane sighed. Her stomach rumbled and begged her to ignore her friend. However, Sloane was pretty sure that if she tried to get one of those cookies, Amelia would fling it across the room like a Frisbee.

Sometimes Amelia could be every bit as scary as the rest of her family.

A fancy red sports car zipped into the parking lot off Shoop Avenue. It screeched to a halt in a space close to the coffee shop, and a man of about Sloane’s Dad’s age hopped out the driver’s side. The passenger side door opened too, and a girl climbed out. She wore a tight athletic suit of the kind dancers and cheerleaders frequently wore.

Covington and CeeCee Collymore.

Next to Sloane and Amelia’s table, the bathroom door slammed open with so much force that it made the wall shiver.

Both Sloane and Amelia jumped as Mackenzie Snyder popped out of it like some sort of evil jack-in-the-box. Mac’s lip curled as she swept her eyes across the two detectives. Looking out the window, she smiled with satisfaction. “Oh good! It looks like my friend CeeCee Collymore is here!”

Amelia made a noise like air leaking out of a balloon.

Oh no.

Mac smoothed her own silver-and-black athletic suit. “I’ve shown her your TikTok videos, by the way. She thinks they’re as hilarious as I do.”

Oh no, oh no, oh no.

Amelia suddenly felt lightheaded.

With an unpleasant laugh, Mackenzie sashayed off to join her friend as the Collymores came into the coffee shop.

Scalding hot coffee sloshed against Amelia’s fingers. Letting out a yelp, she realized she’d gripped her paper cup so tightly that the liquid inside had spilled over. Snatching up napkins to clean the mess before Covington Collymore spotted them, Amelia said furiously, “Who cares? We’re the ones who should be laughing, not her! Who cares if CeeCee thinks we’re a joke? I bet her dad can tell that we’re not! If they hadn’t been watching our TikToks, he never would have heard about us!”

“Ugh.” Sloane grimaced as she reached forward to help Amelia sop up the coffee with napkins. “You don’t think this is all one big joke put together by Mackenzie and CeeCee, do you?”

Amelia stuffed the used napkins under the cushion on a nearby chair and admitted, “I really hope not.”

Sloane reached nervously for her ponytail and began twisting it around her fingertip.

Mackenzie and CeeCee settled down at a table by the window with some of those delicious-looking chocolate chip cookies. Covington Collymore got a cup of coffee and brought it over to their table.

“Hi, are you Sloane and Amelia?” he asked awkwardly. He carried a briefcase and wore a button-down shirt and a tie. His slacks had been pressed until the straight creases down the front looked like they could be used to slice cheese. On his head, he wore a baseball cap that said Collymore Automotives, which both Sloane and Amelia assumed was a business he owned. “You look like the people in the video about Ma Yaklin’s Missing Millions. I’m Covington Collymore the Sixth.”

Amelia jumped to her feet. “Yes! I’m Historical Private Investigator Amelia Miller-Poe, and this is my colleague, Historical Private Investigator Sloane Osburn.”

These titles were new to Sloane, but she went with it as she shook Mr. Collymore’s hand.

From their nearby table, Granny Pearl lowered her sunglasses to glare at Mr. Collymore “And we’re Granny Pearl and Granny Kitty. If you have any funny ideas, like trying to kidnap either one of them, we have a very large garden in which to hide your body. It would be excellent fertilizer for the peony bushes we just planted.”

Mr. Collymore’s mouth dropped open in shock. He took a step backward, clutching his briefcase like he might need it for protection. “I’m not planning on kidnapping anyone, I promise! I’m hoping these two can help me prove that my three-times-great-grandfather had his land stolen from him. It’ll make me millions, if they can.”

Rather than answering, Granny Pearl slid her sunglasses back up her nose. Both she and Granny Kitty stuck their straws in their mouths and slurped on their caramel frappés in a terrifying sort of way.

Normally, it’s hard to drink a Frappuccino in a terrifying sort of way.

But the grannies managed it.

Mr. Collymore took another step backward, still squeezing his briefcase to his chest. He glanced toward CeeCee like he was thinking about grabbing her, running back out to his fancy sports car, and breaking the speed limit between Wauseon and Sandusky.

Sensing they were losing him, Amelia kicked a chair toward Mr. Collymore. “Ha-ha! So funny, Granny Pearl.” She slammed a binder onto the table. “Here is a portfolio of all the cases we’ve solved to date. As you can see, in addition to Ma Yaklin’s Missing Millions, we’ve also found the Cursed Hoäl Jewels, plus several missing tombstones because I guess that’s the sort of thing some people care about. Oh! And also Bunny, the local librarian’s dog, when he went missing.”

“That’s Belinda Gomez’s dog,” Sloane supplied helpfully. “A library patron was angry about his overdue fines and he lured Bunny away with a rib eye steak.”

Casting one more uneasy glance at the grannies, Mr. Collymore lowered his briefcase and sat down. He scooched his chair closer to the table. “Was the dog okay?”

“Oh yes!” Amelia nodded her head. “The guy was playing fetch with Bunny in the park when we caught him.”

Sloane finished up the story. “Belinda decided not to press charges against him. But I think the guy sort of wishes she had. She rides a motorcycle, and afterward, motorcycle tracks mysteriously appeared up and down the hood of his car. Now, tell us about this case you want us to solve.”

“Want to pay us to solve,” Amelia corrected, wanting to make that part clear.

Mr. Collymore flipped through the binder. He wore the latest Apple watch on his wrist, and a platinum wedding band circled one finger. Sloane didn’t know what platinum was but Amelia did. It was more expensive than gold. Between these things and the fancy car out front, excitement quivered in her stomach. He could definitely afford to pay them.

If this wasn’t all some sort of joke put together by Mackenzie and CeeCee.

Amelia wasn’t ready to rule out that possibility just yet.

Closing the binder, Mr. Collymore pushed it back to Amelia and took a sip of his coffee. “You don’t need to convince me. After I saw CeeCee laughing about your TikToks, I went and checked out your YouTube channel. And I was really impressed! I don’t really get what she thought was so funny. Not only did they look more professional than what a lot of kids your age do, you really seem to know how to do detective work. I knew you’d be perfect to help me find a time capsule that’s gone missing. See, there’s a letter in there from my great-great-great-grandfather, and it’s very important that I get it back.”

“Why?” Amelia asked. “How is that going to make you millions?”

Mr. Collymore looked around like he thought someone might be spying on them. Lowering his voice, he whispered, “Because I’m pretty sure it proves that Cedar Point Amusement Park is built on land stolen from him. If so, I can sue the company for millions of dollars. Tens of millions of dollars.”

Sloane was about to ask why he didn’t just hire an adult detective. Unfortunately, she made the mistake of taking a sip of her plain black coffee. Her throat closed up and absolutely refused to swallow the disgusting stuff.

As Sloane discreetly spit back into her cup, Amelia asked, “Why hire Osburn and Miller-Poe Investigations? There has to be a detective agency closer to Sandusky than us.”

“Well—er—you see…” Mr. Collymore hemmed and hawed, drawing renewed interest from the grannies. “It’s hidden somewhere on the Cedar Point peninsula itself. They aren’t exactly enthusiastic about letting anyone search for something that could cost the park millions of dollars. I figure they’d notice an adult poking around, asking questions. A couple of kids… hopefully, not so much.”

Opening his briefcase, Mr. Collymore brought out a piece of thin, yellowed paper tucked into a plastic sleeve and slid it over to Sloane and Amelia. Through the shiny plastic, they saw an old letter, creased and torn. Then fixed with tape that had also eventually grown creased and torn.


My Dearest Petunia,

The events of 1875 have always weighed heavily upon my mind. Reverend Callender says that the truth will set me free. But I fear that truth cannot be known before my death. Like a ship on Lake Erie, I can feel myself sailing off into my final sunset. I’ve hidden a box near the land from which I ran my business. When it’s found, all will know what really happened. The corner stone on which all lies rest will show itself to be a fake and crumble. Until then—“The great ships sail outward and return, bending and bowing o’er the billowy swells.”

Your devoted husband,

Covington



Sloane and Amelia looked at each other doubtfully.

“But… it doesn’t mention anything about anyone stealing his land,” Sloane pointed out.

“I know, but my great-great-great-grandmother was sure that the ‘truth’ he was hinting about was the fact that Louis Zistel stole his land. Zistel is the man who started Cedar Point back in the 1870s. Petunia was positive that her husband hid the original land deed in that box before he buried it,” Mr. Collymore explained eagerly.

Sloane wasn’t entirely sure what a “deed” was and was trying to figure out how to ask without looking stupid. The daughter of a judge—and the younger sister of Ashley, who had a summer job at the courthouse—Amelia knew that a deed was a piece of paper saying who legally owned something.

However, she had a different problem with this information.

“Why not just share the deed with people back in 1875, then?” she objected, taking out her phone to photograph the letter. “Or in 1915, even?”

Mr. Collymore shrugged helplessly as she pushed the plastic sleeve back to him. He smoothed an imaginary wrinkle from its glossy surface. “We honestly don’t know. My dad always said it was because my great-great-great-grandfather was running for the Sandusky City Council. Cedar Point was already bringing in pretty good business in 1875, so it would have been unpopular for Collymore the First to make a big deal about it and cause problems for the town. Besides, he’d made a fortune building custom cedar cabinets, and it wasn’t like he needed the money. I think he thought he’d get even richer by not saying something. Still, he wanted the truth to be known eventually.”

Sloane could understand that. There were lots of times she’d kept her mouth shut rather than snitch. Like the time she had to do extra laps at volleyball practice last autumn because Mylee and Kyleigh had been messing around and accidentally stepped on Coach Godziek’s phone, and he thought it was her. Sloane had kept her mouth shut.

But—even months later—she also really wished everyone knew it hadn’t really been her.

Amelia, on the other hand, didn’t understand. When anyone in her family was upset about something, they complained about it.

Loudly.

However, she wasn’t about to say “no” to a case. Even if finding a piece of paper—which was all a deed really was—wasn’t nearly as exciting as finding long-lost jewels or millions of dollars in cash.

“The main problem that I see,” she said, tapping a finger thoughtfully against her lip, “is that the Cedar Point peninsula is covered by the amusement park. I mean, there are buildings and roller coasters everywhere. Wouldn’t the box have been dug up a long time ago? Or had a coaster built over the top of it?”

Mr. Collymore shook his head. “Not necessarily. My grandfather didn’t die until 1915. There are a lot of important buildings in the park that date from that time. There’s a good chance that he buried the box somewhere near one of those buildings. I think of it like a time capsule. You don’t just bury those in some random field or grove of trees. You bury it by an important building. There are lots of those at the park.”
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