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Chapter 1





“Stop, thief!”


Justin Grant turned quickly, scanning the storefronts in the mall, hoping to catch a glimpse of the robber. Suddenly his arm was locked in an iron tight grip. He was spun around and now he could see the beefy security guard who had grabbed him.


“Hey, that hurts!” he cried out.


“Good,” the guard sneered. “Maybe next time you’ll keep your sticky fingers to yourself.”


“What are you talking about?” Justin asked, his face a mask of confusion.


“I got him,” the guard said to a thin man wearing a pair of gray slacks and a short-sleeved collared shirt with Karl’s Komics emblazoned across the front in bright orange.


“What are you talking about?” Justin repeated.


“I’m the store manager. We’re going to need to look in your backpack,” the thin man said.


“Why?”


“Two boys reported that you stole some comics from the store.”


“I didn’t steal anything!” Justin protested.


“If that’s true, then we won’t find any comics when we look in your backpack, will we?”


Justin thought about that for a moment. His backpack was always stuffed to the point where the zipper strained to keep everything inside. Do I have any comics in my pack?


“C’mon kid, open it up,” the security guard insisted as he tugged on the backpack, trying to dislodge it from Justin’s back. Justin tugged back.


“If you didn’t steal anything, you’d let us look inside,” the store manager said.


Justin looked around. A crowd was starting to gather in the mall hallway. Several adults had a look that said they were convinced he had been caught in the act and was guilty. Justin thought he recognized a few of them, maybe friends of his parents. This wasn’t good.


“Can we go inside the store?” Justin asked quietly.


With a nod from the store manager, the security guard half-walked, half-dragged the boy into the store and out of the site of the growing crowd. Once inside, Justin shrugged the backpack off his shoulders. One look and he knew he was in trouble. The zipper to the main compartment was half open. He always made sure it was securely zipped before putting the backpack on so none of his important stuff would fall out.


The manager reached a hand into the open pocket and pulled out two comic books.


“Didn’t steal anything, huh?” he shouted out with a note of triumph in his voice as he brandished the comics.


“Those aren’t mine,” Justin insisted.


“That’s right, they aren’t,” the man said. “That’s why they call it stealing.”


“What else do you have in here?” the security guard asked. He unceremoniously dumped the contents of the backpack. Three math puzzle books, scraps of paper, pencils, a broken calculator, a library card, a candy bar, four movie theater ticket stubs, a tennis ball, a tangled power cord, a short length of rope, an assortment of nuts and bolts, six double-A batteries, a purple flip-flop, duct tape, and a pair of binoculars tumbled out onto the floor.


“Hey, be careful with that stuff!” Justin said.


The security guard poked through the contents. “Anything else here from the store?” he asked the manager.


“No, I don’t think so,” he answered, “although I wouldn’t be surprised if some of this stuff was stolen from other stores.”


“It was not!”


“So only the comic books are stolen?” the manager asked slyly.


“I told you those aren’t mine,” Justin said, the frustration rising in his voice. The manager and guard ignored him.


“You want me to take him down to the security office?” the guard asked.


The manager nodded. “I assume you’ll need some kind of statement from me?”


“Yes, sir,” he answered. “If he doesn’t confess, we might also need any video surveillance footage you have. Although this looks pretty straightforward. I mean, we found the stolen items in his backpack.”


“Those aren’t mine,” Justin said for the third time, his voice now subdued as he realized his protests weren’t getting him anywhere.


The guard led him out of the store and down the length of the mall. To Justin, it felt like the longest walk he had ever taken. The guard kept his meaty hand clamped on Justin’s arm, and Justin could feel the stares of everyone they passed.


“Hey, Justin, what’d they get you for?” someone catcalled from the other side of the hallway. Justin swiveled his head in the direction of the voice but couldn’t see who had yelled.


Then it was down an escalator to the main floor of the mall. Halfway down, they passed Catherine Duchesne and Stephanie Lewis, two of his best friends, going up. They were past each other before any words could be exchanged. The look of shock on their faces was enough. Justin could feel his face grow warm with embarrassment.


Finally, they reached the mall security office, a small room located at the end of a short hallway near the escalators. The security guard pushed Justin down onto a hard plastic chair in front of a desk. He made his way to the other side of the desk and sat in a black swivel chair in front of an ancient desktop computer. He yanked a desk drawer open and glanced inside, then used one finger to click a few keys.


“Name?” he asked, glancing up from the keyboard.


“Justin Grant,” Justin answered.


He continued to answer questions—address, parents’ names, phone number, age, and so on—without ever looking up from the cracked green linoleum floor. The whole time he was thinking about how those comic books could have gotten into his backpack. He tried to get into his “zone,” that thinking place he sometimes went to solve difficult problems, but the guard kept interrupting his thoughts.


The guard finally left him alone for a few minutes. Justin was glad for the break from the questions. He was sure that if he could just think it through, he’d find a reasonable explanation for what had happened. Something tugged at the back of his brain, something that he was missing, but it was just out of reach, like a word on the tip of his tongue. A few more minutes and he’d have it.


“Justin?”


Whatever it was he was thinking about was gone in an instant. That voice ruined it. Without turning around, Justin knew it was his dad, and he realized the ride home was going to feel even longer than the walk to the security office.










Chapter 2





“What do you think that was all about?” Stephanie asked Catherine as they walked through the mall. “That security guard looked pretty serious.”


“And Justin sure looked scared.”


“You think he looked scared or embarrassed?” Stephanie asked. “I wonder what he was up to?”


“Don’t ask me,” Catherine replied. “I think that’s the first time I’ve seen him since we got back from London. I’ve been at that robotics camp my dad signed me up for.”


“Oh yeah, I almost forgot about that. How is it?”


“It’s really cool. There’s so much math involved with the programming that moves the robots. I’m learning so much.”


“Sounds like fun. My soccer camp is fun too, but I’m probably not learning as much math!”


Catherine laughed. “Oh, and I met a girl who might be a good fit for the Math Kids. Her name is Trudy, and she is super smart. She has this bright orange hair that sticks out all over the place, and she’s always joking about the other kids in the camp. She has me in stitches all day.”


“Adding another girl to the club would kill Justin,” Stephanie said. “He’d feel threatened because the girls would outnumber the boys.”


“I bet he’d get over it once he sees how good she is at math.”


“So when do we get to meet this new mystery girl?” Stephanie asked.


“I’ll talk to her next week at camp and see if she wants to meet the rest of the club.”


They walked in silence for a few moments. Then Stephanie broke the silence with “I wonder what Justin did to get that guard so mad.”





“I didn’t do it,” Justin said. He was sitting at the kitchen table with both of his parents. His dad had been eerily quiet in the car, and Justin decided that the silence was worse than if his father had yelled at him the entire way home.


“Tell us what happened,” his mom said calmly.


“I was at the comic store at the mall,” Justin answered. “I was just looking, mostly. There were some new Marvel comics and a couple new DC ones. Jordan only likes Marvel, but I’m not really that picky. I think—”


“Let’s stick to the story, okay?” his dad prompted.


“Yeah, right. Anyway, I looked through some comics and then I left the store to go down to the food court.”


“Justin, you know you’re not supposed to snack before dinner,” his mom said.


“I was only going to get a pretzel!” he protested.


“We can talk about your snack habits at another time,” his dad interrupted again. “You left the comic store and then what happened?”


“The store manager started yelling and some big mall cop grabbed my arm. They searched my backpack and found two comic books they said I stole.”


“And did you?” his mom asked.


Justin’s face fell. “I told you I didn’t do it. Don’t you believe me either?”


“Can you explain how the comics got into your backpack?” she asked.


“No,” Justin admitted. “But I already have those comics—my copies are up in my room—so it wouldn’t make any sense for me to steal them.”


“And you have no idea how you ended up with them?”


“I guess someone must have put them in there,” Justin said. “I mean, how else could it have happened?”


“Were there any other customers in the store?” his dad asked.


“There were a couple of girls over in the Manga section,” he replied, his forehead furrowed as he tried to picture the scene. “And two other boys. They were the ones who told the owner I stole the comics.”


His dad leaned forward. “Have you ever seen these boys before?”


“Not that I remember. They looked older. I don’t think I’ve ever seen them at school.”


“If you don’t know them, why do you think they would turn you in for something you didn’t do?”


“That’s what I can’t figure out,” Justin said. “That and how the comics got into my backpack in the first place.”


“You keep thinking about that,” his dad said. “In the meantime, why don’t you get washed up for dinner?”


“Okay, but—”


“Get washed up and we’ll talk more about it at dinner.”


Justin trudged out of the room, leaving his parents looking worried. He paused on the stairs when he heard his mom say something to his dad in a quiet voice. When his parents lowered their voices, it usually meant they were talking about him.


“Do you think he did it?” his mom asked.


“I don’t know,” his dad answered. “If he did, this would be new behavior for him.”


“Would it? I mean, it seems like he’s breaking more and more rules these days. You told him to stay in the hotel in London, and the next thing you know he and his friends are risking their lives to track down some jewel thieves. I still can’t imagine them out on their own in a foreign city.”


“I’ll take responsibility for that,” Justin’s dad said. “I thought we had made it very clear that they were not to leave the hotel room.”


“That’s just it,” she said. “We tell him things, but he seems to just go off and do something different anyway. He and his friends broke into the Maynard mansion and hopped on a train to D.C. without so much as telling us where he was.”


“I had forgotten about that,” his dad admitted. “Also, do you know something about him breaking a window at the school?”


She looked at him in surprise. “He broke a window at the school?”


“Well, I’m not sure, really, but he said something about it while we were in London.”


“What is going on?” Her voice sounded worried. “Do you think he’s still stressed out about us almost moving away from his friends?”


“Maybe,” he said. “There was that, the argument over the soccer tournament, the terrorist threats in London . . . I don’t know, maybe it’s all just adding up.”


“Do you think he might have stolen those comics?” his mom asked.


“I don’t know,” his dad said.


Justin’s face fell as he realized his parents didn’t believe him. This was even worse than he thought.
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Chapter 3





The next morning, Justin went to Jordan’s house right after breakfast. They went into the living room and Justin slumped down onto the couch. “What’s wrong?” Jordan asked. Jordan Waters had been Justin’s best friend since kindergarten, and he could see something was troubling Justin.


“I got caught stealing comics at Karl’s yesterday,” Justin said without looking up.


“What?”


“I was at the store and somehow some comics got into my backpack.”


“But you didn’t put them there, did you?”


“I don’t know how they got there, but I didn’t do it,” Justin said in a small voice.


“No, of course you didn’t,” Jordan said. “Who thinks you did?”


“The mall security guard, Karl, and two kids in the store to start with.”


“Well, if you say you didn’t take them, that’s good enough for me,” Jordan said firmly.


“It’s not good enough for my parents.” He looked down and blinked back a tear.


“Are you kidding me?”


“I wish I was,” Justin replied. “I heard them say it when they thought I couldn’t hear them. I’m actually a little surprised they haven’t already grounded me.”


“That’s terrible. What are you going to do?”


“I don’t know. I guess I’m going to go to the mall and talk to the owner and see if I can convince him I didn’t do it.”


“Let’s go now,” Jordan said. “C’mon, I’ll go with you.” He called over his shoulder as he walked onto his front porch, “I’m going to the mall with Justin!” He closed the door without waiting for an answer.


Karl’s Komics was busy, and they had to wait for the crowd to thin before they were finally able to get the attention of the man behind the counter.


“Are you the manager?” Jordan asked.


“I guess you could call me that,” the man smiled. “Manager, cashier, stock clerk, and the guy who sweeps up at the end of the day. In other words, I’m Karl, the owner. How can I help you?” His eyes then turned to Justin and quickly narrowed as he recognized him. “Is he with you?”


When Jordan nodded, Karl shook his head. “I’m sorry, but he’s not allowed in the store anymore. I don’t know if he told you, but—”


“He told me,” Jordan interrupted. “And I don’t believe he took the comics. That’s why we’re here to talk with you.”


“There’s really nothing to talk about,” Karl said. “I’ve already filed a report with mall security. You can discuss it with them.”


“I think there might have been a mistake,” Jordan replied. “He told you he isn’t sure how the comic books ended up in his backpack, but whatever the reason, I’m sure he would pay for them to make it right.”


Justin started to add something, but was interrupted by Karl.


“I’m sorry, but there’s nothing more to talk about. Someone walks out of this place with free stuff every single day and I’m not going to take it anymore. Like I said, you’ll need to take it up with mall security.”


“I didn’t take the comics,” Justin insisted. “There was some mistake.”


“Yeah? Maybe the mistake was that you got caught,” Karl said.


“Is there anything I can say to convince you I didn’t do it?”


“No,” Karl said firmly. “Now, if you don’t mind, I need to take care of my paying customers.” Justin grimaced at Karl’s emphasis of paying.


Jordan looked around the store. “Yeah, it looks like you’re doing a lot of business today.”


“Every weekend is like this,” Karl said. “It’s a zoo.”


“It looks like you could use a little help.”


“I’ve tried, but kids don’t want to work these days. I’ve had that help wanted sign up for almost three months.” He gestured toward a hand-written sign near the entrance. “Not a single applicant.”


“Wait, I think have an idea,” Justin said.


“Yeah, what’s that?” Karl asked skeptically.


“How about me?”


“What about you?”


“Look, I didn’t steal those comics, but what if I helped you out for a couple of days to convince you I’m not the kind of person who would do that?”


“Let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Karl said. “You steal comics from me, and now you want me to hire you?”


“First of all, I didn’t take them,” Justin said, trying to keep his anger in check. “And I’m not asking you to hire me. I’ll do it as a volunteer. You wouldn’t even have to pay me.”


“And just what would you do for me?”


“I guess whatever you need me to do. Sweeping, taking out the trash, stocking the shelves, or anything else you come up with.”


“And you’d do it for free?” Karl asked.


“Yeah, I just want you to clear my record when I’m done,” Justin said.


“How long?”


“I don’t know,” Justin said. “The next two weekends?”


“Two weekends?” Jordan asked incredulously. “It was two lousy comic books!”


Justin silenced his friend with a look.


Karl nodded. “And in exchange, I forget about those comics somehow ending up in your backpack? Is that the deal?”


“That’s the deal.”


“Four weekends,” Karl said.


“Four weekends?” Jordan asked. “Are you kidding—”


Another look from Justin.


“Four weekends,” Justin agreed.


Karl looked Justin up and down.


“And I can trust that my comics stay in the store unless someone pays for them?” he asked the boy.


“Yes, sir,” Justin answered earnestly.


After a long look at the boy, Karl finally reached out a hand. Justin shook it.


“Okay, we’ll give it a try. Be here next Saturday morning at eight a.m.”


“I’ll be here,” Justin said.


“Eight a.m. sharp,” Karl said.


“Can I ask a question?” Jordan asked. “Will he get an employee discount?”


Karl scowled.


“Okay, I’ll take that as a no,” Jordan said as Justin grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the store exit.
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