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7:05 a.m. Ruthcat:

Welcome back Pacific middle school Tigers!

7:06 a.m. Double D:

Tigers rule! Undefeated in hoops—Yeah Baby ;)

7:08 a.m. Madpat:

Check yourself. Did U get the diamond? Don’t be a left-out.

7:10 a.m. Trishbliss:

What Diamond?

7:11 a.m. Anonymous:

What dinomd? Duh—THE dinomd.

7:15 a.m. Ruthcat:

TB, ignore Anonymous. Hey Dummy—we all know who can’t spell.

7:16 a.m. Double D:

True dat.

7:22 a.m. Madpat:

Anonymous: Watch ur back.

7:24 a.m. Anonymous:

O now Im scraed.

7:25 a.m. Madpat:

U shd b. It’s on.

7:35 a.m.  Anonymous:

Yeah, right. LOL. Bring it.
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Nerves

The first day of school always makes me nervous. I worry that I won’t find my classrooms on time and I’ll walk in late while everyone laughs. To make things worse, on the first day of the Spring semester of seventh grade, it was pouring. I mean really pouring. I’d looked forward to going back to school all through Christmas vacation, hoping I would have some cute boys in my classes. Specifically, the one I’d been crushing on for three years: Dustin Coles. Plus, nice teachers and as few mean girls as possible. But a horrid thought was rattling around in my brain. Would I be stuck with the bully crew in my core subjects—or worse, gym class? Seeing them online on our school’s underground website was bad enough. Sharing classrooms with those girls would be my worst nightmare. I couldn’t wait to get back to Pacific to see who I’d be spending the semester with: friends, or enemies?

Outside, the rain pounded down, bouncing up off of puddles in the yard and sheeting down our kitchen windows. While I ate a bowl of cereal, I worried about what would happen when I walked onto campus. Ever since I solved my last case, my mom, dad, students at my school—basically everybody has given me a bit of a hard time. Reporters call me everything from “the teen sleuth” to “the 13-year-old genius.” How embarrassing.

Truthfully, I think they’re all a little jealous. The adults: because I decoded a bunch of clues and dug up a hidden jewelry box that they should have been able to find, but couldn’t. Everyone else: because I got attention, was interviewed on TV, and got to keep the jewels. Not that I could sell them or anything until I turned eighteen. They were locked up in a safe, and I was still just regular Skylar Robbins, teen detective. To be honest, I wished everyone would just forget about it. Unlike some of the girls at Pacific, I didn’t enjoy all the attention. Except maybe from one particular extremely cute boy.

“Ready?” My mom trotted down the last few stairs. Her briefcase was in one hand and she smoothed down her shoulder-length, brown hair with the other. Mine was darker and much longer, and I twisted it around one hand impatiently while I waited for her. “Have everything you need, like an umbrella?” she asked me.

“Yes. Umbrella, laptop for lessons, spiral notebooks for taking notes, pens, bus money for the ride home.” My Porta-detective kit was shoved in the bottom of my backpack in case I discovered clues to a new mystery, but she didn’t need to know that.

Made of metal and covered in pink leopard spots, my Porta-detective kit contained smaller versions of my most important spy tools. Mini-mag glass, and tiny binoculars. A round mirror disguised as a compact was perfect for spying on people behind me. And my Uniprinter. This was a one-inch square stamp pad with black ink and a tiny tablet of paper attached to the back, useful for taking a single fingerprint.

I glanced at my watch. “Mom. We need to leave, like right now.”

While we headed for the garage, I thought about my detective agency. I’d always figured my first big case as a professional sleuth would be an easy one. Finding a missing pet, solving a petty theft, or spying on someone’s boyfriend to see if he were cheating. Nothing that would get me in trouble, put me in danger, or change my life forever. Well, I was wrong. Way wrong. And as soon as I’d located the hidden jewels, a much more challenging mystery fell into my hands.

Three years ago, the famous heiress who’d owned and hidden the jewelry box mysteriously disappeared. The only child of an oil tycoon, Xandra—pronounced Zandra—had inherited millions. She donated huge amounts of money to charity, and she had dated more than one celebrity bad boy. Then suddenly, she went missing. The media loved her, and they reported that she hadn’t left a single clue behind. The police reports agreed that Xandra Collins had disappeared without a trace. Her hundred-year-old mansion was abandoned. Three years later, my parents bought it.

Well, I know one thing from the detective skills my Grandfather taught me: It is almost impossible to disappear without leaving a trace. And if anyone could find a shred of evidence, it was going to be me.

I would end up risking my life trying to solve the mystery of the missing heiress. And worse than that, without meaning to, I’d put my friends in mortal danger too.
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Confrontation

My mom looked at me as we walked through the dark garage toward the car. “Where’s your lunch?”

“I’ll buy it in the cafeteria.” I couldn’t have cared less about what I was going to eat five hours from now. All I was thinking about was whether Dustin Coles would be in some of my classes. I hoped.

Dustin is definitely one of the most popular boys in our grade. His teeth are straight and white, and his hazel eyes are so huge they make all the girls melt. Plus, he’s captain of the football team and he was president of Student Council. When he agreed to go to the backwards dance with me last semester I couldn’t believe my luck. I remembered how good it felt slow dancing with Dustin. What happened on the sidewalk afterward was even better.

Dustin pulled me toward him in the middle of the dance floor and I rested my head on his shoulder. I put my arms around his neck as we swayed to the music and my whole body tingled. After the dance he walked me outside, pulled my face toward his, and kissed me right there on the sidewalk. Cars pulled up to the curb and people rushed past us, but all I could feel were Dustin’s arms around me and my heart thudding against his chest. I remembered the smell of his hair and the feel of Dustin’s soft shirt. Best of all, a boy I really liked was kissing me for the first time.

I had so hoped he would text me and ask to get together over the Christmas break. I’d checked for messages but Dustin hadn’t texted, called, or emailed. Not even a like on any of my posts. I couldn’t wait for school to start so I could see him again. Then I thought of a few others who I might have to share the semester with. My stomach lurched nervously as I pulled my heavy backpack into the car.

My mom climbed in, shut her door, and turned toward me. “Why didn’t you pack a sandwich? It’s cheaper. Not to mention healthier than cafeteria food.”

“Only geeks bring their lunch on the first day of school, Mom. Everyone knows that. If you don’t buy your lunch on the first day everyone knows you’re one of the left-outs.” She gave me a look. “What? I’ll pay for my lunch with my chores money.”

My mom just shook her head. “You really should ignore those foolish rules, Skylar.” We sat in silence while the garage door made a loud grinding noise as it opened.

She had no idea how ignoring the rules in middle school could socially cripple you. I might as well wear my underwear on the outside of my pants. But I had too much on my mind to argue with her.

We headed down the winding hill that led to the beach and turned onto Pacific Coast Highway. I hoped that looking at the ocean would calm my first-day-of-school nerves, but it didn’t. The waves rolling toward the shore reflected the stormy sky. White seagulls caw-cawed as they circled over the water, searching for breakfast. One of them spotted a fish and speared into the cold surf, leaving the tiniest splash behind. Then we turned onto a street that led away from the beach and my stomach tightened. Pacific middle school was right around the next corner. I crossed my fingers, hoping my BFF, Alexa, would be waiting for me at the gate.

She wasn’t.

We pulled up behind a long line of cars waiting to drop off kids. “I’ll catch the bus home with Alexa, and her mom will give me a ride up the hill.” Flinging the door open, I stepped up onto the sidewalk, hauling my backpack out behind me.

“Have a good first day, Sweetheart.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Following a group of kids through the metal detector at the front gate, I heard her voice fade away behind me, calling, “Umbrella....”

The rain came down so hard it sizzled on the sidewalk. I opened my umbrella with a thwunk, feeling like a dork as big drops spattered and bounced up off the ground around my feet. Christmas day we got blasted with sunshine, but by New Year’s Eve the sky was dark and gloomy. The weatherman warned that a huge storm was about to dump a ton of rain on Santa Monica and the rest of Southern California, and he was right. I hugged my pink backpack tightly to my chest and hurried across the campus, trying not to step in any puddles. That’s all I needed: to stain my new Sketchers on day one.

Alexa was waiting for me at one of the lockers we shared. The one assigned to her was so far away from the main buildings it was ridiculous, so we just used it to stash things we rarely used. I hurried up to her, relieved to see a friendly face. “You’re finally here!” she said, grabbing me in a quick hug.

“My mom had to make sure I had an umbrella like three times,” I said, taking a blue spiral notebook out of my backpack and tossing it into the locker since I wouldn’t need it until later. Alexa smiled, slamming the door, and we took off across the campus, trying to get to our first class before the bell rang. Rain sheeted off the roof, dripping a gloomy gray curtain between the edge of the sidewalk and the lawn as we hurried down an outdoor hallway.

“Look!” She pointed through the kids ahead of us at a mane of golden-blond hair. “There goes Brendan,” she said as he rounded a corner. “I hope he’s in some of my classes. Maybe this semester he’ll actually realize I exist.” She eyed me and her cheeks turned pink.

“Brendan went to the backwards dance with you. He knows you exist.” I smiled.

“Ha ha. Well, he hasn’t texted me. He hasn’t even liked anything I’ve posted.”

“I know the feeling.”

We walked across an open area of the campus toward the core subjects building. “Ugh, it would have to rain on the first day of school.”

“Like it’s not bad enough trying to find your rooms without getting soaked,” I said, hopping over the uneven spots in the pavement where water had puddled.

Alexa was a step behind me and she hurried to catch up and walk by my side. Strawberry-blonde curls fanned out behind her like a soft blanket. “Love those jeans. New?”

“My mom finally agreed to let me get a new pair when I proved my socks were showing.”

She laughed as we turned the corner and passed the auditorium. “I can’t wait to see who’s in our math—” Suddenly she lowered her voice. “Don’t look now.”

Of course I had to look. As soon as I did the smile dropped right off my face. Pat Whitehead stomped across the lawn in our direction. “Not the first person I wanted to see this year either,” I said. No umbrella or hat covered Pat’s boy-short hair. She brushed the rain off her face angrily like the drops were flies. Pat always acted like somebody’s tough older brother. I hoped she would just pass by and ignore us. Didn’t happen. Alexa’s face looked even more scared than mine felt. “What?” I asked Alexa, afraid to hear her answer.

“You don’t even know. I blew it already.” She looked at the ground, letting her thick hair hide her face. The tone of her voice made the back of my neck prickle.

“What’d you do?” I asked. Pat was getting closer and I needed to know.

“Something really dumb. I insulted one of them this morning by accident. On the site.”

“Pacific Chicks? About the diamond?”

“Yeah.” Alexa gave me a guilty sideways glance, crouching next to me under the umbrella.

“I saw that. In fact, I was the Anonymous who commented, ‘Bring it.’ I guess challenging them was a bad idea.”

Pat was still coming at us.

Alexa’s cheeks darkened. “Looks like she’s bringing it.” The next thing I knew Pat stomped a puddle right next to us and wetness splashed my leg. I looked at the dirty water spots on my new jeans as she let out a nasty laugh. Pat Whitehead had muscles in her arms, probably from playing basketball and punching people. Her brown hair was cut flat on top, and her small eyes were so pale that she looked like a rat staring into a flashlight. I dropped the umbrella down by my side and snapped it closed as the rain turned to drizzle. Then Pat got right up in my face. “Oops. Guess I didn’t see that puddle, Skylar.” Pat took a step closer and leaned forward until she was so close her chest almost touched mine. She folded her arms and glared at us. “Hey, what do you know,” she said, tilting her head, “I haven’t heard anything about your loser detective agency on the news lately.” Pat made an L with her thumb and index finger and slapped it against her forehead.

Pat was the biggest girl in our grade. I straightened up, hoping to look taller. And I still had to look up into her eyes. “I don’t advertise all my cases, Pat,” I said.

“Sure you don’t,” Pat snorted. She turned on Alexa next. “On the site this morning, ‘Tard?”

Alexa’s freckled cheeks paled before they steamed pink. “Why do you—”

“Who you saying duh too, Dyslexa?” Pat looked around for teachers before she continued. There weren’t any nearby. “You disrespecting my friends?” Pat’s arm shot out and knocked the notebook out of Alexa’s hands. It landed on the wet cement with a splat.

Her face turned bright red as she bent over to pick it up. “I didn’t—”

“Give me a break. We all know who the worst speller in Santa Monica is, ‘Anonymous’. You might as well just sign your name.”

Alexa hung her head. Busted.

In sixth grade, our classmates found out Alexa had a learning disability called Dyslexia. It makes spelling and reading difficult beyond belief. Fortunately, she's great at math, so with my help in English she managed to graduate from elementary school. Barely. It gives the bullies an endless supply of things to tease her about. “How’d you even pass kindergarten?” Pat asked once, and that made Alexa cry.

Pat turned back to me. “Last year when you found those jewels you bragged on TV that you couldn’t wait for your next case. Anybody knocking on the door of your lame detective agency?” Pat ran a hand over her scrubby hair and coughed out another phony laugh. A drop of her saliva landed high on my cheek. I brushed it away while I tried to think of a reply. When I get nervous my brain freezes and I can’t think of anything to say. “I didn’t think so. You got lucky once. You’re a zero.” She made a ring with her fingers and thumb, in case I didn’t know what a zero was.

I couldn’t believe it. The bell for first period hadn’t even rung and we were already having a major confrontation. “Oh, I’ll solve another case, Pat,” I said evenly, looking her right in the eye. “In fact, I’ve already started on it.” I just hadn’t gotten anywhere yet. But she didn’t need to know that. Alexa stood by my side and nodded.

Pat squinted at me with her mouth hanging open like she thought I was lying—her signature look. “Yeah, right.” She laughed loudly, spun on her big sneaker, and walked down the corridor away from us.

Alexa’s eyes turned red. She took a breath and grabbed my arm. “Come on, Skylar.” She pulled me across the muddy sidewalk toward our classroom.

My cheeks were burning. Not another semester with Pat and her friends threatening me and making fun of Alexa, I thought miserably. We continued down the hall and turned the corner. “Why did you post that, anyway?” I knew I sounded grouchy but didn’t really care.

Alexa stared at the wet cement and kept walking. “Trish Adams was like, ‘What diamond?’ I just couldn’t believe she hadn’t gotten it. So I wrote, ‘Duh, the diamond.’”

On the day before we left for Christmas vacation, somebody started a diamond. This was a piece of notebook paper folded tightly into a diamond shape with the ends tucked in. There was a message inside the diamond and directions on the outside. Dustin Coles got it in science class. He read the message in the diamond, folded it back up, and handed it to me. It was the first note a cute boy had ever passed me, and I couldn’t wait to open it.
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The Diamond

The outside of the diamond said, “Read this and pass it to someone else cool.” I’d smiled as I unfolded it. Dustin Coles had chosen to pass it to me!

Next semester:

If you are cool, wear a pink or blue backpack.

If you are a jock or a cheerleader, wear a red backpack.

If you know you are hot, wear an orange backpack.

If you are weird and proud of it, wear a patterned backpack.

If you are a computer geek, wear a green backpack.

If you are boring, wear a beige backpack.

If you are a LOSER, wear a brown backpack.

I had given the diamond to Alexa, who got a magenta backpack. She passed it to the boy she’d been crushing on since fourth grade: Brendan Tadman. He always cracked the best jokes, and his golden-brown eyes looked like they belonged on a tiger. Brendan pretended to think the diamond was stupid, but I noticed this year his new backpack was blue. I already had a pink backpack, since pink was my favorite color. Not that I cared about stuff like the diamond. Very much.

Alexa glanced at me with tears and raindrops filling her eyes. “Like who wouldn’t know about the diamond, that mattered?”

Squeezing my backpack straps tightly, I hurried forward. Different groups of kids hung out at the corners of every hall. Play Production actors in one, jocks in another, math brains in a third. Who mattered? Some of the most popular kids from our elementary school went to other middle schools. Two of last year’s chess geeks were this year’s hotties. Smoking hot Michael O’Brian went to a Catholic boys’ middle school and wasn’t allowed to date. Sondra King ruled fifth grade until she got killed in a car accident. It was hard to figure out who wouldn’t know about the diamond that mattered. I guess everyone mattered.

“So you slammed Trish and now she and her friends are mad at us. Again.” I brushed cold mist off my cheek.

A bunch of guys crushed past us, talking so loud I didn’t hear Alexa’s mumbled answer. She gave me a look, like suddenly this was my fault.

“What?” I asked.

“Maybe they’re still mad that Emelyn Peters got expelled,” Alexa answered, and my shoulders tensed up.

Last semester Emelyn was the biggest bully on campus, and she was Pat Whitehead’s and Trish Adams’s best friend. She’d hated our guts since fifth grade, so when she got expelled from Pacific for stealing, it felt like we’d won the lottery. But I always felt like someone was just about to steal the prize away from me.

I looked at Alexa like she had to be kidding. “Emelyn Peters got caught with stolen video games. It wasn’t my fault she got expelled.”

Alexa stared at me, then shook her head and kept walking.

OK, it was partly my fault, my conscience whispered.

Memories flashed past like a photo stream: Pat Whitehead rocking a vending machine back and forth with a guy named Bart who’d failed fourth grade and was older than the rest of us, and Emelyn pocketing the snacks that fell as I recorded it on my phone. The night of the backwards dance: Emelyn trying to twist Xandra Collins’s sapphire ring off my finger while she and Pat threatened to beat us up. Watching the guilty looks on Pat and Emelyn’s faces as the security guard led them toward the office after I showed him the video on my cell. The buzz at lunch when police crossed the lawn, heading straight for Emelyn. Cops finding stolen Xbox games in her purse.

That wasn’t completely my fault. Was it?

“I guess I was hoping Pat would forget about it over Christmas vacation.” I shook long hair out of my face and looked at Alexa.

“Well, she obviously didn’t. Or maybe I reminded her,” she admitted.

We dashed across an open area between two halls as the storm worsened and we got pelted with rain. I held a spiral notebook over my head, trying to keep my hair dry during the short run without using my umbrella again like a geek. The water poured off the sides, drenching my shoulders.

Alexa elbowed me. “There’s Dustin,” she said, looking across the hallway. I spotted him just as he looked over at us. He nodded to me and smiled, raising his eyebrows. Dustin noticed me! Then he turned toward his locker, spinning the dial quickly right, then left, then right. He yanked on it and when it didn’t open, he started spinning again.

After Dustin kissed me at the end of the dance, I was totally sure he would get in touch before school started again. But he didn’t. Alexa was positive that kiss meant I was about to have a boyfriend. But maybe it had meant nothing at all. As the days rolled by without a text, an email, or even an Instagram like, I was sure he’d forgotten all about me. Until I got a nod combined with an eyebrow raise. Could that mean that he was still interested?

We turned down a long covered hall and Alexa shook wet hair over her shoulders. Looking at my feet while I walked, I noticed a dirty water stain climbing up the edges of my pink sneakers. Nice.

“OK, so I guess we both blew it. I had to go and brag on the news that I couldn’t wait to solve my next case,” I said. “Me and my big, fat mouth.”

I’d been so sure that once I talked about the Skylar Robbins Detective Agency on TV people would start begging me to solve cases for them. I even had business cards printed, and carried a few with me wherever I went, in case something mysterious happened or someone needed a detective. The cards listed my cell and Skype numbers, email address, and website. I checked them all daily, hoping for a new case. But so far the only people who had my card were my parents, my aunt and uncle, the couple I babysat for, and Alexa. No one had texted, emailed or called, requesting my services.

My detective agency really was a joke, like Pat said.

“You need to solve another case. To prove you didn’t just luck out last time.” Alexa looked at me. “You need to solve the mystery of the missing heiress. Figure out what happened to Xandra Collins. How she disappeared.”

“What do you think I worked on all during Christmas vacation?” Staring at the ground, I walked a little faster. “I only have one clue, and I can’t decode it.” I knew what Alexa would say next, and didn’t want to admit how badly I wanted to hear it.

“Yes, you can.”

“I’ve already tried. Hard. This one has me completely stumped.” I hate sounding like a whiner but I couldn’t help it. Being unable to decode this clue made me feel like an actress playing a lame detective on TV.

Alexa grabbed my arm and made me stop walking. “Can I help?” Her voice didn’t sound like it was pleading, but her round eyes sure looked like they were. She had as much to prove as I did. People always assume she’s stupid, just because she can’t spell and doesn’t do well on tests. They couldn’t be more wrong. She’s dyslexic, not dumb. But how could Alexa help crack a complicated code when she was only reading at a fourth-grade level?

If I didn’t ask her to help me again it would totally hurt her feelings. “Of course you can work with me on this case. I meant what I said. I want you to be my permanent assistant detective.”

She nodded eagerly. “It’s the only way we can avoid getting picked on for the rest of seventh grade. We have to solve Xandra Collins’s disappearance so they all know you didn’t just find her jewelry box by accident. That you’re a real detective.”

“With a real assistant,” I added, and Alexa smiled.

That’s not the only reason we need to crack this case, I thought.

Xandra Collins had left a fortune to whoever deciphered her clues and found her jewelry box, and that had been me. Although I still hadn’t figured out why she would give the jewels to a total stranger, I knew I owed her big time. And I’d discovered a huge clue: She hid a note under the lining of her jewelry box, asking for my help. Saying that if whoever had followed her clues had found the box in the mountainside, that she’d been kidnapped, killed, or forced to go into hiding. And she’d begged me to find her stalker. Then she left a message written in code.

Well, the craggy hillside behind our house was exactly where I’d found her jewels, so the detective in me would not give up until I solved the mystery. I absolutely had to find out what happened to her and catch the person responsible for her disappearance.

But after three years, the case was ice cold. And I had only the one, mind-bending clue. I took out my phone, pulled up a photo of the coded message, and showed it to Alexa. She spread her fingers across the screen to enlarge the type and we stared at it together.


GL URMW NB WR@+B, BLF NFHG TL Y@XP GL GS% SRWW%M U&LL+


She looked up into my eyes. “If you can’t crack it, maybe I can,” Alexa said hopefully. “Can you send me a copy?”

I nodded, tapping my phone and texting the clue to her. “This isn’t going to be easy,” I said. “It’s going to take mad skill, lots of luck, and a ton of hard work.”

“So let’s go for it.” Alexa held out her pinky.

I wrapped mine around it and we pulled them apart.

Game on.
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A Test

We stopped at the bathroom before the bell rang for first period and I looked into the mirror, brushing my damp hair. Alexa smiled at my reflection. “That tan eye shadow really makes your blue eyes stand out.”

“Thanks.” I inspected my face, spotting a pink bump on the side of my left nostril, next to a few light freckles. I touched it. Tender. “Oh great. I’m getting a giant zit. Can you see it?”

“Not yet,” Alexa teased. “Let’s go.”

We hurried through the crowded halls toward our first class. “Look.” She nudged me as we passed Pat’s friend Trish Adams. Trish was a short blonde with a big chest and long teeth who pretends to like you and then makes fun of you behind your back. She blew a huge bubblegum bubble, and then had a lot of trouble unpasting the sticky wad from her upper lip. Alexa pointed at Trish’s brown backpack and her freckled cheeks bunched up in a smile. “I still can’t believe she didn’t get the diamond.” Alexa had a little leftover accent from when she lived in Texas, and diamond came out sounding like die-a-mond. “But I shouldn’t have posted about it on the site.”

“It is weird,” I agreed. “How could she not have gotten it? Were Pat and Ruth mad at her or something?”

“Must have been, if they left her out.”

Phony Trish Adams and her brown backpack disappeared around a corner as she hurried to catch up with Ruth, and we rushed into first period math seconds before the bell rang. Tall, redheaded Ruth Wentz was on the girls’ basketball team with Pat. Ruth was the fastest runner in fifth grade until I beat her in the 100-yard dash, and she’s hated me ever since.  Her nose turns up so much you have to look straight up her nostrils when you talk to her. Sometimes she’ll have a little goody inside one of them. If my nose looked like Ruth’s, I’d booger-check constantly.

I hung my dripping raincoat on the back of my chair and sat down. Just then the door swung open again and a new guy I’d never seen before looked inside.

“Alexa,” I whispered, “door.”

Her head snapped sideways, then her green eyes widened and she looked at me, mouthing, “Wow. Total hottie.”

A tall, tan blond paused in the doorway. He wore faded jeans with holes in the knees and a black long-sleeved T-shirt. I could see he already had some chest muscles starting. He held a laptop case by the handle. No backpack. Looking confidently at the class through black-rimmed glasses, he walked to the back row and sat down. I resisted the urge to turn around and stare at him.

As soon as the teacher marched into the room everyone grew quiet. He was short and stocky and spoke with a booming voice. “Good morning!” he bellowed, smiling at us. “My name is Mr. Dort. Yes, I know, that sounds like dork.” Everyone laughed. “I thought I’d let all of you in on that little secret right off the bat. Now,” he pulled out a stack of papers, “we are going to start off the semester by taking a little quiz.”

Everyone groaned. “The first day of school and a test already?” the boy behind me grumbled.

“This is a timed aptitude test, just to see where you all stand. Don’t worry, you can’t fail it.” Mr. Dort passed stacks of paper to everyone in the front row, and then sat down behind his desk. “Take one and pass it back. Print your name, wait for my signal, do your best, and bring me your test as soon as you finish it.”

The rain was beating down so hard we could hear it through the ceiling. Muddy footprints lined the floor, and water dripped off the backs of our jackets, making puddles between our desks. The classroom smelled like plastic raincoats and wet tennis shoes and the drumming rain got louder. I grabbed the stack of tests from the boy in front of me, took one, and passed the rest over my shoulder. Mr. Dort smoothed his brown mustache and waited until we each had a quiz, then looked at his watch. “Begin.”

I glanced sideways at Alexa. Her knees bounced up and down and her heels slapped the floor while she stared at the quiz. I read the confusion on her face and felt horrible for her. Being dyslexic makes written instructions nearly impossible for her to understand. She sees some letters backward, like she was looking at them in a mirror. Sometimes lines of type even seem to move on the page. But if we get a numbers problem or a puzzle she’ll solve it faster than any of us.

If Xandra’s secret code looked more like a puzzle to her than a string of letters, maybe she would be able to decipher it. It was a long shot, but I’d take any help I could get decoding the clue that could potentially save my agency. Not to mention our reputations at Pacific.

She caught me staring and glanced at the teacher before she whispered, “Number one was easy but the rest looks like Russian or something.” Alexa pushed the page away from her angrily. Then she took a breath, picked up her pencil, and pulled the test back.

I wrapped my hair behind my ears and studied the quiz. It had ten weird questions on it. The first question showed a diagram, and you had to figure out what it would look like all folded up. There were five strange shapes to choose from. Alexa had solved that one in seconds. I stared at it for a minute and circled the fourth one over.

The second question said:

18 15 19 5 is to rose as 4 1 9 19 25 is to:

A pansy

B daisy

C grass

D maple

E I don’t know

This was exactly like decoding a secret message. And I knew I had the key:
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As soon as I figured that the numbers stood for the letters of the alphabet, the solution came to me:

18 = R

15 = O

19 = S

5 = E

Therefore:

4 = D

1 = A

9 = I

19 = S

25 = Y

Daisy. I penciled in the square next to B.

Suddenly I got a twitch in my stomach. Something about this question reminded me of Xandra’s secret code, and I felt like the way I solved the problem could help me decode it. But how? No time to concentrate on that now.

Glancing sideways at Alexa, I saw her forehead scrunched in a frown, thick hair hiding her face. Alexa’s knees continued to perform their hyper jiggle. She kneaded a squishy blue ball in her left hand. It was supposed to help her concentrate, but today it didn’t seem to be doing any good. I wished so badly that I could help her without getting us both in trouble, but Mr. Dort was watching us carefully. There was no way.

Spying out of the corner of my eye, I saw Alexa skip down to the fourth question. It was a numbers problem, which she answered in about five seconds. It took me longer.

I like word problems and figured out the next few questions really fast. I was afraid I’d be the first one done and look like a show-off, but I was only on the seventh question when I heard a chair scrape behind me. Faded, ripped jeans passed my desk. The blond with no backpack handed his paper to Mr. Dort and turned around to go back to his seat. When he passed me I noticed how full his upper lip was. Behind his glasses, his eyes were turquoise.

Alexa scribbled me a note, waited until the teacher wasn’t looking, and held it up:

Hes SO CUTE! But no way he finshed taht fast.

I wondered if he had rushed through the quiz, guessing at the answers. Boy was I surprised by what I found out later. After answering the last question, I carried my test to the teacher’s desk. I was the second one done. Glancing down, I read the name on his quiz before setting mine down on top of it.

Daniel Gannon.
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Daniel Gannon

As soon as math ended, Alexa reached over and nudged me. “Who was that blond guy? Have you ever seen him before?” I looked over my shoulder in time to see him walk out the back door of the classroom.

“His name’s Daniel. I saw it on his test. Can you believe how fast he finished?” Alexa shook her head. “I wonder how many he got right,” I said, standing up.

“Who cares? He’s adorable.” Alexa pushed piles of hair over her shoulder and followed me into the hall.

“Off the charts,” I said. We threaded through a swarm of students, heading toward our locker, and I thought about Dustin Coles. He was the most popular boy in elementary school, and was already part of the cool crowd at Pacific. When I asked him to the backwards dance, Dustin didn’t answer me right away and I was a nervous wreck waiting to see if he’d accept my invitation. I remembered a comment my mom made: “Not only are you beautiful and smart, but you’re probably the most interesting girl who asked him. And if he has any brains he’ll realize that, and he’ll go to the dance with you. If he doesn’t have brains, he would bore you to death anyway.”

The dance rocked, and when Dustin touched my hair afterward and gave me my first and only kiss ever, my whole body tingled. I finally felt like a teenager, instead of a grade-school kid who’d never been kissed. And it felt great.

Two times after the dance Dustin called me, “Blue Eyes,” and he always tried to sit next to me in class. But I noticed he never had much to say. Maybe he was just a little bit shy, like me.

“I heard Daniel’s a surfer,” Alexa said. “I think that’s hot.”

“He’s good looking, that’s for sure. Hope he’s got some brains.” Jamal Jackson, who I’d been friends with since second grade, walked past and bumped my knuckles, nodding a hello. Then he turned around to fake a basketball pass at some guy who was rushing in our direction. The boy skidded to get out of my way and I heard his sneakers squeak on the wet sidewalk. “Speaking of the test, there’s something about that question with the string of numbers, ‘is to rose’ that’s been bugging me,” I said.

“Yeah? What about it?”

“I feel like there’s something in there that could help us decode Xandra’s secret message.”

“Really?” Alexa asked hopefully.

“Yes. In the quiz, the numbers stood for the letters of the alphabet,” I said, thinking. “But when I worked on Xandra’s clue, none of the alphabet substitutions worked. Still...there’s something similar. I just can’t put my finger on it.”

“I couldn’t even figure out the answer, much less notice there was anything useful in that question. Sorry Skylar, I probably won’t be much help after all.” Alexa frowned, looking at her feet while we hurried down the walkway.

“Let’s not worry about it now. I have gym next. What about you?”

“Social Studies. I wish you were in all my classes,” she said. “Sometimes I miss sixth grade.” We ducked our heads and ran across the grass, heading for a covered hall. Trish Adams and Ruth Wentz hurried past us wearing nasty little smiles.

“You’ll do fine without me, Lex.” I smiled at her but she couldn’t manage to smile back. “Just try really hard to pay attention. And take notes.”

“You know I try.” The campus looked gray and filmy with the rain pouring down around us. Next to her feet a piece of trash floated in a cloudy puddle. “But sometimes my notes don’t even make sense when I read them later.”

Alexa’s learning disability makes reading, writing, and spelling like winning a contest on a reality show while you’re blindfolded. Letters look jumbled and backward. She has trouble telling the difference between b and d, or p and q. I’d found a few things on the Internet that helped her a little, but she still has a really hard time keeping up with the rest of us, especially in English.

But her trouble with reading didn’t mean she wasn’t smart. Alexa was a math whiz. She could tell right away if someone was
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