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Chapter 1 
The Empty Glass Case

Monday mornings at Maplewood Elementary usually smelled like floor cleaner. They also smelled like burnt toast from the cafeteria. But for Ziko Blaze, this morning smelled like an adventure.

Ziko ran down the hallway. His neon sneakers squeaked against the floor tiles.

"Wait, Ziko! Slow down!" Toby Wren called out from behind.

Toby was trying to catch his breath. His oversized backpack wobbled from side to side.

Ziko stopped suddenly in front of the Principal’s office. He turned and grinned. "Come on, Toby! Today is the big day. The Golden Shoe trophy is going on display!"

Toby finally reached Ziko’s side. His face was a little pale. "I know. But we don’t need to run like we’re being chased by a bear, right?"

"Adventurers never walk slowly, Toby," Ziko said.

He pointed at the large glass case built into the wall. Usually, it was filled with silver and gold trophies. Ziko went quiet. His sharp eyes widened. He leaned in and pressed his nose against the cold glass.

"Aha!" Ziko shouted. His voice echoed in the empty hallway. "Look at that!"

Toby peered inside. He frowned. "Look at what? I don’t see anything."

"Exactly!" Ziko pointed to the middle shelf.

On top of the fancy red velvet, the Golden Shoe trophy was supposed to be sitting. But now, the spot was empty. Only a little bit of dust remained.

"It is gone," a calm voice said from behind them.

Ziko and Toby jumped. Elara Quinn was standing there. She held a thick notebook against her chest. She pushed her glasses back up her nose. Beside her stood Nori Vega. Nori didn't say a word. Her eyes were fixed on the bottom corner of the glass case.

"You scared us, Elara!" Toby complained. He held his chest.

"Sorry," Elara said softly. She stepped closer to the case. "I was on my way to the library. Then I heard Ziko’s shout. It was... very loud."

"The Golden Shoe trophy is missing!" Ziko pumped his fist in the air. "Someone took it. This is sabotage! This is the crime of the century!"

Elara studied the case carefully. "Let’s think. This case is locked. Only Principal Miller and Mr. Jo have the keys."

"Maybe they are cleaning it?" Toby asked hopefully. He always hoped for a normal answer. He hated trouble.

"That doesn’t add up," Elara said. "The awards ceremony starts in two hours. No one cleans a trophy this close to the event."

Nori Vega suddenly knelt on the floor. She didn't say anything. She pointed her finger at a small gap under the glass door.

"Did you find something, Nori?" Ziko asked.

Nori nodded once. She pointed at a tiny object stuck in the corner. It was very thin. It was bright purple.

"What is that? Bubblegum?" Ziko asked.

Elara knelt down too. "No. It looks like a fiber."

Ziko tried to open the glass door. He pulled the handle hard. "It’s locked tight. The thief must be an expert. Maybe they used a high-tech tool to get inside."

"Or maybe they have a spare key," Elara said. She pulled a pen from behind her ear. "Ziko, don’t touch the glass too much. You will ruin the fingerprints."

"Aha! Right! We need forensic evidence," Ziko stood tall. He tried to look like a professional detective. "This is our first mission. This team. The four of us."

Toby swallowed hard. "A team? You mean we are going to catch a real thief? In school?"

"Of course!" Ziko put an arm around Toby’s shaking shoulder. "We’ve got this. We will be the spies of Maplewood."

"I agree," Elara said. "This mystery is illogical. And I hate things that are illogical."

Nori stood back up. She put the purple fiber into a small plastic bag. She always kept those in her kit. She looked at her friends and gave a small thumbs-up.

"But we need a name," Ziko said. He looked around. He made sure no teachers were watching. "We are... The Secret Schoolyard Club!"

Toby sighed quietly. "I have a bad feeling that my recess time is over."

Ziko didn’t hear him. He was already looking down the hallway. "Step one: Find out who had the keys last. Let’s move!"

"Ziko, wait!" Elara called out. "We can’t just rush in. We need a plan."

"Plan number one: Don’t get caught!" Ziko shouted. He started running again.

The hallway was starting to fill with students. Their first adventure had just begun. But behind the empty glass case, a small shadow moved at the corner. It watched the four friends in silence.

 




Chapter 2
The Red Team Rivalry

The school hallway was getting crowded. The morning bell would ring in ten minutes. Locker doors slammed shut. Laughter filled the air. Ziko walked with long, fast strides. His chest was puffed out.

"I know who did it," Ziko whispered. He looked left and right.

"Ziko, we have only walked ten feet from the Principal’s office," Elara said. She followed him while writing in her notebook. "How can you know the culprit already?"

Ziko stopped suddenly. He pointed to the end of the hallway. A boy in a bright red athletic jacket stood there. He was surrounded by friends.

"Jax," Ziko hissed. "Who else could it be?"

Jax was the captain of the Red Team. He was Ziko’s biggest rival on the soccer field. Jax loved to brag. He also hated when other teams won trophies.

Toby moved closer to Elara. "Jax? He looks really strong. Look at his arms. He could lift both of us at the same time."

"Jax is annoying," Elara said. She closed her notebook with a snap. "But that is not proof that he is a thief."

"Aha! But he has a reason!" Ziko started walking again. "Yesterday, Jax said the Red Team deserved the Golden Shoe. He said we just got lucky."

"That is just trash talk, Ziko," Elara reminded him. "Let’s think. Jax cares about his reputation. Stealing a trophy would ruin it if he got caught."

"Unless he doesn't plan on getting caught," Ziko said.

The four friends got closer to the Red Team. Jax was laughing loudly. He was telling a story about his amazing goal from yesterday. When he saw Ziko, Jax stopped laughing. He gave a smug grin.

"Well, well. Look who it is," Jax said. His friends laughed. "Blaze and his toy detective squad."

Ziko stood right in front of Jax. Ziko was a little shorter, but he was not afraid. "Where is the trophy, Jax?"

Jax frowned. He looked confused for one second. Then his smile came back. "What trophy? Oh, the gold one you guys are supposed to get today? Why? Did you lose it?"

"Don’t play dumb," Ziko challenged him. "The glass case is empty."

Jax laughed even harder. "Serious? You lost the trophy before the ceremony? That’s a new record for embarrassing!"

Elara watched Jax’s face closely. "You don’t look surprised, Jax."

"Of course not," Jax said. He straightened his red jacket collar. "News in this school travels fast. Everyone is already talking about the empty shelf."

"I have a very bad feeling about this," Toby whispered. He pulled on Ziko’s shirt. "Let’s go, Ziko. A teacher will be here soon."

Nori Vega had been standing perfectly still. Her eyes were not on Jax’s face. She was looking at Jax’s locker. It was slightly open behind him. Nori took a step forward. She saw something stuck in the locker door.

"Did anyone notice this?" Nori asked softly. Her voice was almost lost in the noise of the hallway.

Ziko, Elara, and Jax all turned to Nori. Nori pointed at a string hanging from Jax’s locker. It was a gold fabric cord. It looked exactly like the cord on the Golden Shoe trophy.

Ziko’s eyes lit up. "Aha! Look at that!"

Jax looked shocked. He turned around quickly. He tried to slam his locker shut. BAM!

"That... that’s nothing!" Jax shouted. His face turned bright red.

"If it’s nothing, open the locker," Ziko demanded.

"No way! That’s my private stuff!" Jax stood in front of his locker. He looked very nervous now.

"That doesn't add up," Elara muttered. She wrote quickly in her book. "Why is there a trophy cord in your locker, Jax?"

"I said it’s nothing!" Jax yelled. Other students started to stop and watch.

Suddenly, a loud whistle blew. Mr. Jo, the janitor, stood at the end of the hallway. He looked tired and a bit grumpy.

"What are you doing?" Mr. Jo asked. "The bell rang! Go to your classes!"

"But Mr. Jo!" Ziko tried to explain. "Jax is hiding something in his locker!"

Mr. Jo walked closer. His heavy boots thudded on the floor. "Ziko Blaze, go to class now. Or I will report you for making trouble."

Jax smirked at Ziko. He grabbed his bag and left with his friends.

"We aren't finished, Jax!" Ziko called out.

"Ziko, stop," Elara said. "Mr. Jo is right. We have to go."

The four friends














