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			Chapter One

			‘It all has to be perfect!’ I tell my older brother, Pax, as we set up for the party. Mum helped clean the house this afternoon and I washed down the table to set up the activities. 

			‘It’s all okay, Riz,’ Dad says. ‘Your friends aren’t due for another hour.’

			Doesn’t he know how exciting a mystery night party is?

			I guess not. Dad’s the office type of dad. He’s at work from nine ’til five and always wears a suit. I once went to his office, and while he has a cool setup, it was too clean and just black and white. He doesn’t have any mysteries there!

			Me, on the other hand? I love mysteries. I used to think that when I noticed things it was just weird. Like how everyone’s voices are different or how the cheese flavour at school changes and no one else notices except me. I wrote these ideas down in a Weird Stuff log.

			Now I use my log for all things science and forensics (which means using science to solve crime and mysteries). It still has some interesting and weird things I notice in it. Some I keep to myself, but I don’t feel as weird as I used to. Just different.

			Being different has led to my five friends and me solving mysteries. We all became friends after I recruited Lachie A, Lochie C, Jenny and Sabrina when I found counterfeit money in the town shopping centre. Now I’m not the only one who wants to study science when I grow up!

			Tonight’s mystery party is inspired by our past mystery-solving and my recent reading.
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			Pax is helping by lining up the activities for everyone. He has all of Dad’s foldout tables we use for picnics and is placing them around our living room to make it easier for us to do the activities. One of them is fingerprinting practice. At the end of last year, we used fingerprints to identify a thief at our school. But we were still learning to lift fingerprints then, so now we’re going to practise with expensive fingerprint tools that Dad bought me for Christmas. That’s at Table One.
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			Table Two has all the moulds ready to match them. And Table Three has some soft wood pieces that Dad cut up for us and some different tools to create markings.
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			‘But if we don’t connect the clues, they won’t get it!’ Surely, he can understand that. I have been working on this party for the last week. Trying to create clues that will be hard enough for my clever friends, but also not too hard.
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			‘I can host at my house,’ I offered.

			‘But then you can’t be the one to solve it, Riz,’ Sabrina argued.

			‘And you are the one who notices things the most!’ Lochie C said.

			They were right, of course. Normally, it’s me who notices things. But they have their own skills as well. I notice ‘weird stuff’. My friends encourage me regularly when I notice weird stuff. They tell me that it isn’t as weird as I think.

			

			I often think about the weird stuff I have noted in my log—things that most people wouldn’t even think about or admit they see.
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			But the party isn’t weird. The party will be fine, I tell myself. It’s just a mystery party with the team. I keep thinking. 

			‘We’ll need extra lights on the tables,’ I ask Dad.

			He pulls out the desk lamps from all our bedrooms to set them up. Almost there. It’s not as good as a real mystery, but even crime-solvers need practice activities. I hope everyone likes it.
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			Chapter Two

			Sabrina and Jenny are on their way. I hear Mrs Davis’ car pull up. I am not very good at recognising car models, but many have distinctive sounds and hers is very distinctive. It is a bigger car. Jenny often jokes they don’t have a lot of money since having twins wasn’t their parents’ plan and there were already three other children in their family. The twins took it to five.
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			Mrs Davis always seems like a person who prefers things to be under control. Five is probably not as good a number as four for someone who likes structure. I mean, it was going to be an even number of kids, not an odd number. With my friends, I sometimes feel like the odd one too. But it’s not so bad since Pieter joined us.
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			Ever since I gave all my friends a Forensic Log of their own, they keep coming up with new scientific discoveries. Not new ones that no one has ever had before, but new ideas to explore.
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			Once Pieter showed me one of his logs. It was very short and to the point. But he also wrote some of his text in Afrikaans, which fascinated me.
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			‘We aren’t quite set up yet,’ I tell Jenny and Sabrina when I let them in, ‘but Pax will finish if we sit in here.’ They won’t be able to see the activities in the lounge room, so they can relax for a minute.

			‘This is exciting. What have you got planned for us, Riz?’ Jenny asks.

			But I am not giving anything away. The only part I hinted at before was we would practice some dermatoglyphics—skin patterns. None of my friends even have an issue with that word since we have been using scientific and forensic words for a while now. Dermatoglyphics just kind of slides off our tongues.

			‘Just hang out here for a bit. Can you let the boys in when they get here, please?’ I ask.

			‘Sure.’

			I head back to where Pax is almost finished setting up. Mum has printed my instructions for each table.

			‘Hang out with your friends, Riz,’ Mum says. ‘We’ve got it here.’

			I try to let my nerves settle down. I know I can trust everyone—they have been helping me prepare all afternoon.

			I sit down with Sabrina and Jenny near the window.
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			‘I think someone is here,’ Jenny says. She looks around again, but no one shows up. 

			‘Maybe soon, Jen.’ Sabrina pats her hand. 

			We chat about school until Lachlan A and Lochie C arrive a few minutes later.

			‘I was just thinking that this is the last time we get to hang out with Pieter before he moves to high school,’ I say.

			‘What time is he coming?’ Jenny asks.

			‘I think he should be here soon. You guys are all a bit early!’

			 Pieter is two grades older than the rest of us and his family has chosen a school that has more South African students so that he is more comfortable. They are moving to the other side of the city, so we won’t see him very often.

			‘Well, we’re excited!’ Sabrina says. Sabrina used to be nervous about anything unknown, but not anymore.

			‘Read this.’
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			A final car arrives. Pieter is here, which means we can start soon.

			‘Come this way.’

			I can see Mum and Dad smirking at me in the background. They are standing at the archway between the dining room and the lounge where all the activities are set up. This is the first time I have ever organised a party and I am trying to work out if they are nervous for me or perhaps a bit proud. I think I am confusing them again—who is this daughter of theirs?

			Truth be told, I am still nervous. But given my obsession with forensics, which has only become deeper the more I research, I am in my element.

			‘Table One has one of our favourites! Fingerprinting practice,’ I say.

			Everyone looks up.

			‘Everyone gets to try lifting with dust today. Last time you only matched to stamps. No stamping this time. You need to lift from a glass. Everyone has a drink in one of these clean glasses. Then Dad is going to mix up the glasses for us. He will be wearing gloves. You need to identify your glass by using your own fingerprint. Between each group, he will clean the glasses and we can all have another drink!’
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			‘That sounds hard!’ Sabrina says.

			‘I expect it will be a bit of a challenge. But enjoy the punch first!’

			

			Everyone takes a glass and drinks.

			‘Okay, while you have your glass, let’s look at Table Two.’

			This is the mould table. We have some prints in moulds I made based on the neighbours’ animals. I collected clay and then got Dr Radcliffe’s chickens, Mrs Juxon’s dogs, and Mr and Mrs Davis’ cats to stand in it while it was wet. It was very interesting to get them all to stand still.
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			‘Here we have some moulds of some tracks. You can measure them and try to work out what they are.’
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			‘And finally, on Table Three, we have a piece of wood. It has a marking on it. You need to work out which tool made the marking.’

			[image: ]

			

			‘You can tell your parents I have safety glasses, gloves and protective gear for you when you use the chisels and hammers!’ Dad calls from the kitchen. Wow, it looks like Dad is nervous, too. His voice is both serious and shaking when he talks.
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			Everyone laughs.

			‘There are spare pieces of wood so you can test out the tools. We have rulers to measure the difference and you can compare the markings you make against the original.’

			The boys and Jenny look eager, as I knew they would. But even Sabrina has an excited look on her face!

			‘When you have finished your drink, split into pairs. Pax will work with Pieter.’

			I had already lined up Pax because I want to watch. Pieter looks at him and like a grown-up, goes and shakes his hand. I forget they haven’t met before. Pieter is so confident.

			‘Sounds great,’ Sabrina says.

			‘Almost like a real mystery,’ Jenny says.

			‘And there are snacks in the kitchen,’ Mum yells from the next room.

			

			Chapter Three

			Everyone puts their drinks down and some of them take out their notepads. Lachie A and Jenny start working together on the fingerprinted glasses, while Lochie C and Sabrina start on the carving tools.

			[image: ]

			

			‘Oh, I forgot, it’s a competition! As soon as you start, press the timer. There is a buzzer for each table. When you finish everything at your table, write your time down. Then whoever has the shortest time wins a prize.’

			‘What’s the prize?’ Pieter asks.

			‘You will have to wait and see.’ I am not giving everything away yet.
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			Lachie uses the dust, carefully picking up one glass at a time out of the boxes they are in. Dad has a record of whose is whose so we can check they are correct.

			Lachie sprinkles it over the fingerprints on the glasses. He shakes a little as he prepares the dust. There is tape ready to lift it off and Lachie A and Jenny work really well together. Lachie uses the dust and Jenny gets the tape, singing lightly to herself as she holds the tape tightly between her fingers. She lifts a number of fingerprints and puts the tape sticky-side down in front of the glass.

			‘How are we going to compare to ours?’ Jenny asks.

			I have thought of that already. There is a flat piece of glass on the table. I point at it.

			‘What do we do with this?’ Lachie A asks as he picks up the piece of glass. He looks at his hand sheepishly, his fingers touching the glass. ‘Oh, right.’

			Jenny grabs the other end. I nod at them. I don’t want to give it all away to everyone else. They get to work lifting their own prints. They carefully lift each and put them against the other fingers. I can see it’s a bit confusing. In some cases, they have lifted different fingers. There is a lot of matching to do. At least there are some different features in each person’s fingerprints to help!

			I walk over to watch the boys with their tools. They look like they are having a bit too much fun. Pax has one chisel and Pieter has the back end of a hammer and they are scraping it into the sample wood to see what it looks like. I created the original marks and I didn’t use as much force as the boys are, so it might be tricky. But they don’t need any help, at least not yet.
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			While I am watching them, Lochie C and Sabrina hit their buzzer. ‘We are finished!’

			I walk over to their table. They have successfully matched all the animals to the moulds based on the clues. I wonder if this table is a bit too easy. I hope I didn’t make the competition unfair.

			‘Well done,’ I say to them, but I feel some worry build up. What if they have to wait too long before swapping, and get impatient? 

			I go over to Dad. ‘Was that table too easy?’ I ask as Mum walks in.

			‘Maybe it is the easiest, but that gives everyone a chance to get some snacks,’ Mum says. She puts her hand on my shoulder and I don’t mind. ‘Just invite them for some food.’ 

			I guess I could change the competition to count each team’s total time. Then everyone will have a chance at the easy table.

			

			The other two buzzers go off! Dad and I hurry over to check if both groups are right.

			‘Well done,’ I hear Dad say to Lachie A and Jenny, who have correctly matched their own fingerprints to their glasses.

			I look at the tool the boys have chosen to match the markings and out of the ten tools, they have the correct one. ‘They have it right here too.’

			‘Okay, we’d better get some team names for the competition.’

			All the pairs look at each other and start discussing names.

			Pax knew this was coming. ‘How about the High-Schoolers?’ Pax asks Pieter. Pieter’s face
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