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RULES OF THE READ

IN THE WORLD OF MURDLE JR., THERE ARE CERTAIN RULES.
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In the case you’re about to help solve, there will be four suspects, four locations, and four potential weapons.

Each suspect can only have one weapon and can only be in one location.

It’s up to you to deduce the identity of the guilty party, what weapon was used, and where the dastardly deed took place.
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GOOD LUCK AND HAPPY SLEUTHING.
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“MR. FUZZYPANTS ESCAPED!” SCREAMED SOMEONE from inside Miss Saffron’s classroom.

Jake immediately recognized the voice. It belonged to a third grader named Sienna.

“Help! Please! Mr. Fuzzypants isn’t in his cage!”

Jake, a middle schooler, had been on her way to the Sacred Kidney School cafeteria to grab some breakfast.

Breakfast would just have to wait.

She pushed open the classroom door.

“What seems to be the problem, Sienna?” Jake asked, her voice steady, calm, and cool. Panic never helped anybody solve anything.

“I came in to feed our classroom ferret,” said Sienna, her eyes wide and her breath rapid. “I get to do it today because it’s my birthday! But Mr. Fuzzypants isn’t here!”

Sienna pointed to an empty cage sitting on the windowsill.

“Was the door closed when you arrived?” Jake asked.

“On the cage? No. It was wide open! That’s how Mr. Fuzzypants escaped!”

“I meant the door to the classroom, Sienna. Was it closed?”

“Oh. Yes. It was closed.”

“Good. We caught a break. There ain’t but three ways this weasel took a powder and busted out of his locked cage.”

“He’s a ferret, not a weasel.”

“Tomato, tomahto. By discovering how Mr. Fuzzypants escaped, we’ll be able to use logic to deduce where he is now.”

“I don’t understand,” Sienna said.

Jake went to the whiteboard and grabbed a marker.

“Trust me, kiddo. Like I said, there’s only three ways the furry little fella could’ve flown the coop.”

Jake wrote three possibilities on the board.



SOMEONE BROKE THE LATCH

Someone on the outside was cooperating with the ferret? Or, they wanted him out of the way? But who?




HE CHEWED THROUGH THE BARS

You might think this is impossible! You’d be horribly mistaken. Just ask a ferret dentist.




SPONTANEOUS EXPLOSION

Spontaneous ferret explosion is an exceedingly small possibility. But it is still a possibility. Even if exceedingly small.




“Spontaneous explosion?” Sienna asked, her voice trembling.

“Don’t worry. Like I said, it’s an exceedingly small possibility. So—since those are the only three ways the ferret could’ve escaped, there are only three places where that same ferret could be right now.”

Jake turned back to the whiteboard and wrote down three possible answers to where Mr. Fuzzypants might potentially be.



LONG GONE

If this is the case, we aren’t seeing Mr. Fuzzypants again. Have you considered a classroom gerbil? Maybe a turtle?




STILL IN THE ROOM

This is what we’re all hoping for.




IN A MILLION PIECES

Unfortunately, this is the worst possible outcome. But exceedingly rare spontaneous explosion has its consequences.




“In a million pieces?” squeaked Sienna.

“It’s a slim and grim possibility—but in my line of work, you learn that the universe is full of surprises. But let’s not start worrying until we finish doing our deducing. Each of these three means of escape would lead to one of these three outcomes. To make sense of this mess, we’ll use a Deduction Grid.”

“What’s a Deduction Grid?”

“A grid,” said Jake. “To help you make deductions.”

She drew a simple grid on the whiteboard:
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“The Deduction Grid is a powerful tool, Sienna, that they teach all the detectives, such as me, in the Detective Club.”

Sienna stared at the markings on the board. “How will this help find Mr. Fuzzypants?”

“Simple. By helping us deduce where he is! So let’s examine the facts and see what they tell us.”

Jake wrote another message on the board:



If Mr. Fuzzypants exploded, he would be in a million pieces.




Next, Jake drew a check mark in the box where “Spontaneous Explosion” and “In a Million Pieces” intersected. Then she drew Xs in the other squares above and to the left of the check mark, like so:
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These marks meant that a spontaneous explosion would lead to Mr. Fuzzypants being in a million pieces. It also meant that the same automatic eruption would not lead to the ferret being long gone or still in the room. And if Mr. Fuzzypants was in a million pieces, then he didn’t escape by spontaneously exploding. He didn’t escape at all.

Sienna was close to tears.

Jake tried to calm her. “Take it easy, Sienna. Right now, there’s no evidence pointing to the big bang theory. Remember, kiddo: Logic’s a tool. It can’t tell us facts. It can only tell us what those facts might mean. Our second theory is a humdinger.”



If Mr. Fuzzypants chewed his way out, he’d be long gone.




“But I don’t want him to be long gone!” Sienna said.

“Neither do I, Sienna, even though I never met the rodent in question. I’m only saying, if he did chew his way out of the cage, then he probably would’ve chewed his way out of the door, too. But I don’t see any chomp marks on the door.”

“Me, neither,” said Sienna, sniffling as her panic eased.

“And with this,” said Jake, “we can deduce even more.”

She put more check marks and Xs in the Deduction Grid.
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“Well, lookee here, Sienna. There’s only one box left. From the two facts I just mentioned, we can make one final deduction, because it’s the only remaining possibility.”

Jake placed a final check mark on the Deduction Grid:
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“If Mr. Fuzzypants escaped because of a broken latch, then Mr. Fuzzypants must still be in this room.”

“Oh, I hope so,” Sienna said. “I hope the latch is broken!”

“Yeah. Me too, kiddo. So let’s eyeball the cage for any evidence of one of our three possible means of escape.”

Jake leaned in and examined the cage up close. She noticed something she hadn’t had time to notice before.

The cage door latch.

It was all twisted and bent out of shape.

“Look!” said Jake. “A broken latch!”

“That means Mr. Fuzzypants is still in the room!” Sienna cried. She immediately began to search the room. She checked the top shelf of the bookcase. She checked underneath a pile of art supplies on the windowsill. She checked inside a desk drawer and behind the classroom globe. Finally, she checked inside the backpack hanging off Miss Saffron’s chair.

And there he was!

Mr. Fuzzypants. Burrowed below a pile of crinkly foil-wrapped snack bars. All curled up and taking a snooze.

Sienna reached into the backpack to gently remove the class pet.

“Thank you, Jake!” she whispered so she wouldn’t wake up Mr. Fuzzypants.

“Forget it, kiddo,” Jake whispered back. “All in day’s work.”

As Sienna returned the ferret to its cozy classroom den in the cage, Jake got a closer look at that cage door latch.

That wasn’t the kind of work that a ferret could do. No, it looked like somebody had gone at it with a pair of pliers. Somebody other than Mr. Fuzzypants.
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Jake found a paper clip and fashioned a makeshift replacement latch to secure the cage door.

But something about this ferret caper didn’t smell right.

And it wasn’t just the cedar shavings lining the cage floor.

Who would want to set the ferret free?

And why?
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TWO HOURS LATER, JAKE WAS FEELING DOWN.

She was bluer than her polyester school uniform’s knee socks.

It was midmorning recess time on the playground. All around her, kids were squealing and giggling and having fun.

Jake was just bored.

Sure, the Classroom Ferret Caper had been a nice distraction, but even with the suspicious bent cage door latch, it was nothing compared to the adventures she had experienced over school break with her fellow junior detectives Olivia, Julius, and Buster McPaws. All told, the four of them, separately and together, had solved so many mysteries and brain benders they could’ve filled 213 pages in a book. They’d even visited Drakonia, home of the Screaming Forest and the Madding Mountains, where Jake had snapped a lot of selfies with her junior detective pals.

But now she was back at dreary old Sacred Kidney, the private school she attended because she’d been kicked out of all the other schools that weren’t being paid enough to keep her.

Jake was the toughest kid at Sacred Kidney. She’d also been the toughest kid at her previous schools until she was kicked out. She’d be the toughest kid at her next school, too.

“Thanks for finding Mr. Fuzzypants, Jake.” It was Miss Saffron. Apparently, she was on playground duty. She was also smiling. “Sienna told me all about it. How you saved our ferret. Do you need a snack?” She gestured at her backpack.

“No, thanks,” said Jake. “I brought my own.”

She pulled a strand of red licorice out of her uniform blazer’s hip pocket. It was coated with blue fuzz.

“Careful you don’t swallow all that lint,” Miss Saffron said with a laugh.

“Will do,” said Jake. “By the way, I don’t think Mr. Fuzzypants busted out of that joint alone. I think somebody on the outside greased the wheels for him.”

Miss Saffron had a confused expression. “Meaning?”

Jake chomped off a chunk of licorice. “I think somebody might’ve monkeyed with your cage door latch, ma’am. You got any known enemies, Miss Saffron?”

“Here at school?”

Jake nodded.

“Oh, I don’t know,” the teacher said with a sigh. “Maybe one or two. Some folks who’d love to see me get in trouble with Mother Mauve. Our new principal doesn’t believe in classroom pets, Jake. Not even tiny turtles. But the kids love Mr. Fuzzypants. So, again, thank you.”

“Just part of the job, ma’am.”

Miss Saffron chuckled. “Studying and doing well in school is your job, Jake. Your only job.”

“Sure, sure,” said Jake. “Thanks for the reminder.”

The bell rang.

“We better head back inside,” said Miss Saffron.

She slung her backpack over one shoulder and walked briskly toward the school’s rear entrance.

Suddenly, Jake heard a shrill whistle. “Miss Saffron?”

It was Coach Raspberry, head of the math team and what he called his “mathletes.”

“Coach Raspberry,” Jake heard Miss Saffron say, her voice chipper.

“Have you been making fun of my mathletes?”

“Of course not, Coach.”

“Well then, have you been making fun of me?”

“No. I did, however, ask some of your ‘players’ why a math coach needs a whistle…”

“Because, Miss Saffron, I am a coach!”

Jake chomped another bite off her licorice twist and watched the two teachers disappear into the building.

Interesting, she thought. Seems those two might have a beef that’s been stewing for a while.

And then she wondered if maybe Coach Raspberry kept a pair of pliers in his desk. Just in case he ever needed to help a ferret bust out of its cage.

Jake stood off to one side as all the other kids in their matching Sacred Kidney School uniforms made their way back into the building, marching through the doors like a herd of well-dressed cattle.

Overhead, the sky was darkening. Billowing gray clouds blocked out the sun. A thunderstorm was on the way.

Jake didn’t mind.

On sunny days, you could be tricked into thinking the world was all lollipops and rainbow-colored jelly beans. Jake preferred licorice. A good licorice twist was like a good mystery. Something tough you really had to sink your teeth into to enjoy.

Jake and her three colleagues had solved so many tough cases they had impressed Jake’s hero, Deductive Logico, the world-renowned grand master of logic. He’d sworn them all in as junior detectives. They’d each received a Detective Club ID, a shiny detective badge, and their own take-home detective kits.

Each kit was full of amazing things like a secret decoder ring, a fake mustache, and an envelope with IN CASE OF EMERGENCY, TEAR OPEN printed on its front.

Sacred Kidney, though, had been where it all started for Jake.

She had solved a mystery at the school that went all the way to the top. The principal’s office. That principal had resigned in disgrace and Jake was invited to join the Detective Club by Deductive Logico himself.

The rotten principal, however, was soon replaced by an even tougher head honcho.

Mother Mauve.

Mauve ruled Sacred Kidney with an iron fist. And she didn’t bother hiding it inside a velvet glove.

Jake sighed.

She might’ve been a kid, but she was wise to the ways of the world.

One group of bad guys goes down, another pops up.

Just like weeds in a garden.

That meant Jake had to remain alert. Ever vigilant. Always on the lookout for bad guys and ready to right a few wrongs.

When Deductive Logico swore her in, he made Jake take the solemn Detective Club oath.



I, Jake, do solemnly swear

To investigate mysteries wherever I find them,

To follow the clues wherever they lead,

To be curious, careful, courageous, and kind,

To always listen to my head… and my heart,

And to do what I think is right,

No matter how hard it may be.




So if, at any moment, a fresh crime were to hit Sacred Kidney School like a pop-up thunderstorm, Jake would be there, ready. A lone umbrella of justice.
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A FEW HOURS LATER, WHEN THE BELL RANG FOR lunch, Jake headed to her locker to stash her books and grab the brown paper bag she’d packed that morning.

Nothing fancy. Just a couple of stale doughnuts, hold the jelly. As she approached her locker, she saw Mother Mauve coming out of Miss Saffron’s room. The towering principal loomed over the teacher like an imposing stone statue come to life.

“Purchase a new cage if your current one has proven inadequate,” the principal boomed. “As you are well aware, I am not a fan of so-called class pets, Miss Saffron. Never have been. Never will be.”

“It won’t happen again,” said Miss Saffron. “I promise.”

Mother Mauve harrumphed and drifted away, a black cloud floating above the glistening hardwood floor.

Jake worked her locker open just as Mr. Mud, the history teacher, came out of his classroom, which was directly across the hall from Miss Saffron’s. Mr. Mud was bald and wore thick glasses. He also mumbled a lot and seldom stood up straight.

Miss Saffron came out of her classroom with her backpack slung over one shoulder. Jake hoped that Mr. Fuzzypants hadn’t left any souvenirs behind when he crawled inside to take his nap.

“Good morning, Mr. Mud,” said Miss Saffron.

“Morning,” mumbled Mr. Mud. “I, uh, understand that you had some sort of, uh, ferret trouble?” He nervously touched the top of his clean-shaven dome.

Jake couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw just the slightest hint of a smirk tugging up on the left side of Mr. Mud’s lips.

The bald history teacher was clutching a bulky leather satchel close to his chest. Jake figured Mr. Mud thought that the battered briefcase—combined with his thick glasses, tweed sport coat, and absent-minded air—made him look like a college professor, especially under the soaring ceilings in the stately halls of Sacred Kidney School.

“Nothing we couldn’t handle, Mr. Mud,” said Miss Saffron, smiling brightly. “Thank you for asking.”

“My, uh, pleasure,” was the awkward reply.

“You know, Mr. Mud, like I’ve been saying, we really should get to know each other better. Seeing how we’re across-the-hall neighbors.”

Mr. Mud blinked a lot.

“That’s, um, a very interesting idea…”

“For instance—where did you study history?”

“Um, I studied at, uh, school.”

Miss Saffron laughed. “My. You’re even cagier than our pet ferret’s home.”

Mr. Mud hugged his briefcase tighter. “I’m sorry. I need to go to the library. I’m in the middle of some, uh, very important research.”

“I’ll walk there with you,” said Sister Lapis, the school’s young new librarian, who had just come up the corridor in her swirling robes.

She turned to Miss Saffron.

“Oh, by the way, that book you requested?”

Miss Saffron’s eyes widened eagerly. “Yes?”

“Sad to say, it doesn’t exist. Not in our library. Not anywhere. Sorry.”

“Thanks for checking. I hoped to share it with Mr. Mud.”

The top of the history teacher’s bald dome turned pink.

Miss Saffron gave him a look. Like they shared a secret.

“Well, thank you for teaching the little ones,” Sister Lapis said to Miss Saffron. “Third graders are my favorites. Maybe someday I’ll be a third-grade teacher. That’s the dream, anyway. Come along, Mr. Mud.”

“Um, okay. If you’re going to the library…”

“Of course I am. After all, I am the librarian.”

Sister Lapis and Mr. Mud headed up the hall. When they were gone, Miss Saffron turned to see Jake lurking at her locker, soaking in everything the grown-ups said.

“Isn’t this your lunch period, Jake?” said Miss Saffron.

“Yes, ma’am.” She held up her brown bag. “Just needed this. Nothing fancy. A pair of stale doughnuts, hold the jelly, hold the sprinkles. Sure, it’s not a four-course meal, but it’ll get the job done. You figure out who jimmied open your ferret cage and mangled up Mr. Fuzzypants’s door latch?”

Miss Saffron shook her head. “No. Not yet. Mr. Fuzzypants might’ve nudged it loose himself, I guess. It is a very inexpensive cage…”

“Sure, sure,” said Jake. “Stuff like that happens, I suppose. Until someone comes along to prove that it didn’t.”

Miss Saffron smiled.

“Would you like a snack, Jake? Maybe a protein bar?”

“No, thanks, Miss Saffron. Like I said, I have my lunch.”

“Well, enjoy your stale doughnuts.”

Miss Saffron clip-clopped down the hall.

Jake shook her head. She had a bad feeling. The storm clouds ballooning outside weren’t the only thing darkening the day. Something was definitely off at Sacred Kidney.

Way off.

Jake closed her locker door with a solid clunk and spun the dial.

“Jake! There you are! I’m so glad I finally found you!”

It was Sterling, Jake’s sidekick.

He looked spooked. Terrified.

“I need help, Jake! I’m in trouble. Big, big trouble!”
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STERLING WAS KNOWN AROUND SCHOOL AS A NERDY but sweet goody-goody.

He was also the president (and only member) of the Sacred Kidney Antique Computer Club. The teachers all loved him. The bullies and troublemakers? Not so much. The nice kids? Not them, either.

Sterling’s school uniform never really fit him and one of his shirttails was usually untucked and yet his hair was always perfectly combed.

Jake called Sterling her sidekick. Sterling preferred the term best friend.

“Calm down, Sterling,” said Jake. “Tell me what kind of trouble you’re in this time.”

Sterling took a deep breath with his eyes closed.

Jake waited. Patiently. Even though patience wasn’t really one of her virtues.

“Okay,” Sterling said, popping open his eyes. “You know Brick?”

Jake nodded. “Sure, sure.”

Everybody at Sacred Kidney knew Brick. Most of the kids not named Jake feared him. Brick the bruiser had fists that resembled cinder blocks and a brain that resembled his fists. His exploits were legendary.

“Well, right after first period,” said Sterling, fanning his face with his quivering right hand, “Brick stole my math textbook!”

“Why?”

“I don’t know!!! Maybe because everybody says he used his own math book to make the world’s largest spitball, which, I have to admit, sounds pretty impressive. Anyhow, I told Miss Saffron what happened, and boom! She sent Brick to the principal’s office, where Mother Mauve sentenced him to an all-day in-school detention.”

Jake arched a quizzical eyebrow. “Did she put Brick in… the Box?”

“Yes! She did!!!”

Jake narrowed her eyes into squinty slits.

The Box was legendary. Some said it was a cinder block room with nothing in it but a stool and one naked lightbulb dangling from the ceiling. Others said the Box was more like a janitor’s closet, but the walls were lined with quilted padding to make it soundproof.

Mother Mauve, of course, wouldn’t confirm or deny the rumors. However, she did like to say, “In detention, no one can hear you scream.”

“Take it easy, Sterling,” Jake told her sidekick. “You say Mother Mauve gave him an all-dayer?”

Sterling nodded.

“So, you’ve got nothing to worry about. He’s in the slammer, see? Behind bars where he belongs.”

“Huh?”

“He’s locked up. In the Box.”

“Right. I know. But Brick sent me a message.”

“How?”

“He wrote a note, which he folded into an origami throwing star, which was also pretty awesome. On his way to the principal’s office, he flung that note, ninja style, to one of his goons. The big guy. Hunter! By the way, Brick’s sidearm fling was awesome, too. But then Hunter read the note to me!”

“What’d it say?” Jake asked. “Tell me everything. The whole story, chapter, and verse.”

Sterling dabbed at his brow with a folded-over handkerchief.

He was almost too terrified to tell Jake.

Almost.
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AFTER A QUICK BOUT OF PANICKED WHEEZING, STERLING revealed the details of the threat.

“Brick gets out of detention at four o’clock!”

Jake nodded. “SOP. Standard operating procedure. Forty-five minutes after the final bell.”

“Exactly. And the first thing he’s going to do at 4:01 is…”

Sterling had to wheeze a few more times before he could continue.

“… give me a Cincinnati Nose Twist!”

Jake shuddered. She didn’t know the precise details of a Cincinnati Nose Twist, but she could only imagine how painful it might be.

“Youch,” she said. “That’ll hurt in the morning.”

“Tell me about it!” shrieked Sterling.

“Settle down, Sterling.” Jake never liked hearing her sidekick shriek. A shrieking sidekick wasn’t a good look for a hard-boiled detective.

“What am I gonna do?” Sterling shrieked again.

“First, lay off with the shrieking.”

“I’ll try,” Sterling peeped.

“Second, hop on the first bus outta here at 3:15. That final bell rings? You scram!”

“I can’t! I’m in After-School Care till five. I’ll be a sitting duck, even though I’ve never seen a duck sit. Mostly, they float. On water.”

Sterling was babbling and Jake had a decision to make.

Her sidekick was in trouble. He’d crossed Brick, the school’s top bully. He’d also be stuck in After-School Care, a program for kids whose caregivers couldn’t pick them up right at 3:15 so they had to hang out in the cafeteria or on the playground—doing homework, watching movies, maybe gluing together an arts-and-crafts project involving macaroni noodles and glitter.

But even though After-School Care was at school, it wasn’t really school. It was different. The rules were a little more lax. Security a little looser. There was no way Sterling was going to be able to hide from Brick when he busted out of detention at 4:01 PM sharp.

Sterling was going to need protection.

Other kids in Jake’s position might abandon their sidekick. Let Brick and his goon squad Cincinnati Twist Sterling’s beezer, which was what Jake sometimes called a nose because people in black-and-white movies sometimes called it that, too.

But Jake wasn’t “other kids.” She was a junior detective who knew right from wrong. She also knew right from left, but that wouldn’t help with Sterling’s current predicament.

“Don’t sweat it,” she told him. “Sure, Brick’s a shark, but you won’t be swimming in this fishbowl alone.”

“You’ll protect me?” Sterling gushed with gratitude. “Thank you, Jake. Thank you, thank you, thank you. You’re the best friend I could ever have as a best friend.”

“You’re my sidekick, Sterling, and occasional client. Let’s keep friendship outta this, okay, pal?”

Sterling’s eyes lit up. “You just called me pal! Pal is another word for friend, Jake!”

“Enough chin flapping. We’ve got work to do. The two of us won’t be able to stand up to Brick alone. He’s
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