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Something’s Fishy

I wonder why we had to bring our coats to assembly today,” third-grader Joe Hardy told his brother, Frank. Frank’s fourth-grade class was sitting right behind Joe’s class in the school auditorium.

“Maybe we’re seeing a movie about the North Pole,” their friend Chet Morton said. He yanked at his wool hat. “Brrr!”

“But this is Career Week, Chet,” Frank said. “We’re supposed to listen to people talk about their jobs.”

“They have jobs at the North Pole,” Chet said. He pulled out a candy gummy worm and popped it in his mouth. “Penguin trainers, dog sled drivers . . . elves.”

It was Thursday, the fourth day of Career Week. Frank and Joe had been counting the days until Friday. That’s when their dad would speak to the assembly about his job. Fenton Hardy was a private detective in Bayport. He was going to talk about solving crimes.

“Hey, Joe!” Tanya Wilkins called across his row. “Cool sneakers!”

“Thanks,” Joe said. He stretched out his feet and smiled at his brand-new Laser Light Sneakers. They had orange blinking lights all the way around the soles.

Ms. Vaughn, the principal of Bayport Elementary School, walked onto the stage.

“Good morning, boys and girls,” she said into the microphone.

“Good morning, Ms. Vaughn,” the kids chanted.

“This is our fourth assembly of Career Week,” Ms. Vaughn said. “So far this week our guests have been a dentist, a fire-fighter, and the manager of Buster Burger. Do any of you know what you want to be when you get older?”

Tanya raised her hand and stood up. “I want to be a black-belt karate movie star,” she said. “Just like Jimmy Han. Today is Jimmy’s birthday, you know.”

Tanya was in the Hardys’ karate class. She was also the president of her own Jimmy Han fan club.

“Thank you, Tanya,” Ms. Vaughn said. “We don’t have a karate star here today, but we do have some interesting guests.”

She turned to two men sitting on chairs at the back of the stage. One had a big cardboard box next to his feet. The other had a big basket on his lap.

“We have Danny Frobish’s father. He’s an animal trainer. And we have Peter Zekey’s uncle, who’s an anthropologist,” Ms. Vaughn said. “And last but not least, Vicky Jamar’s father—Awesome Abe the Chocolate-Chip Cookie King.”

“I’ll bet he’s got cookies in that basket,” Chet said. He pumped his fist in the air. “Awesome Abe! Woo! Woo! Woo!”

“Chet Morton, this is not a football game,” Ms. Vaughn said. “So please be—”

Beep! Beep! Beep! Ms. Vaughn was interrupted by a weird sound.

Joe glanced down his row. He saw Zack Jackson playing with a hand-held game. His red backpack was stuffed under his seat.

“Zack Jackson,” Ms. Vaughn said. “Put away that noisy game right now.”

“Okay, okay,” Zack mumbled as he slipped his game into his backpack.

That’s why Zack brought his backpack to assembly, Joe thought. So he could goof around with his Game Guy.

“And Joe Hardy!” Ms. Vaughn called.

“Yes?” Joe asked. He snapped to attention. What had he done?

“Unless you’re signaling aliens, switch those sneakers off,” she said.

“Whoops,” Joe said. He leaned over and quickly flicked off his sneakers.

“Now,” Ms. Vaughn said. “Please welcome our first guest—Mr. Frobish.”

A man wearing overalls and a baseball cap wheeled a flat cart onto the stage. On it was a black trunk with bananas painted all over it. Next to the trunk was a cage.

“Check it out!” Frank said. There was a chimpanzee inside the cage.

“Hey, Morton,” Zack whispered to Chet. “There’s something you can be when you grow up—a monkey!”

“Chimps are apes, doofus,” Chet hissed at Zack.

“Hi, kids!” Mr. Frobish said. He opened the cage door. The chimp jumped out. “Meet Miles the Cleanup Chimp!”

“Hi, Miles!” the kids shouted.

Mr. Frobish opened the trunk and pulled out clothes and toys. He scattered them all over the stage floor.

“Mr. Frobish!” Ms. Vaughn said. “I hope you’re planning to clean that up.”

“No, but Miles will,” Mr. Frobish said. He blew into a whistle. “Go for it!”

“Eeek! Eeek!” Miles screeched.

The chimp ran around the stage. He picked up the clothes and toys and dropped them back in the trunk. When the stage was clean he closed the trunk and sat on the lid. Then he grinned, showing his big white teeth.

The kids clapped and cheered.

“And because Miles did such a good job,” Mr. Frobish said, reaching into his pocket, “he gets a Chimpy Treat!”

Miles clapped his hands. He took the treat and popped it into his mouth.

“Thank you, Mr. Frobish, and thank you, Miles,” Ms. Vaughn said.

“Yay, Dad!” Danny Frobish shouted. Danny was in Joe’s third-grade class.

“Would any of you like to come up and meet Miles?” Mr. Frobish asked the kids.

All hands went up.

“We really have to move on to our next guest,” Ms. Vaughn apologized.

“Okay. I’ll put Miles in his cage backstage,” Mr. Frobish said. “When the assembly is over, I’ll bring him back out to meet the kids.”

“ ’Bye, Miles!” the kids called as Mr. Frobish wheeled the cage and trunk backstage.

“Our next guest is an anthropologist,” Ms. Vaughn told the assembly. “Does anyone know what that is?”

Joe raised his hand. “Is that some kind of half-man, half-robot?”

“That’s an android,” Frank whispered.

“An anthropologist is someone who studies different people and their cultures all over the world,” Ms. Vaughn said. “So please welcome Dr. Zekey.”

“Yay, Uncle Carl!” Peter Zekey cheered. Peter was in Frank’s class.

The man with the big cardboard box stood up and walked over to Ms. Vaughn.

“Dr. Zekey,” Ms. Vaughn said, “I understand you just flew back from the island of Ponga.”

“And, boy—are his arms tired,” Zack snickered. “Yuk. Yuk.”

“I did, indeed, Ms. Vaughn,” Dr. Zekey said. He reached into his suitcase. “And I brought back this.”

Dr. Zekey reached into the box and pulled out a mask with a fish face. The mask was carved from wood and wasn’t much bigger than a grownup’s face. But the colorful feathers and shells attached to it made the mask seem bigger than it really was.

“It’s called the Fish of Plenty mask,” Dr. Zekey explained. “It was used during the island’s annual fish feast. That’s when they celebrate all the fish they’ve caught during the year.”

“Can we try it on, Ms. Vaughn?” Chet asked, raising his hand. “We’re having a fish feast today, too.”

“We are?” Ms. Vaughn asked, confused.

“Sure,” Chet said. “They’re serving fish sticks in the cafeteria.”

“Okay,” Ms. Vaughn said with a grin. “But only two rows at a time.”

Joe’s class and Frank’s class followed their teachers onto the stage.

“My dad collects masks,” Danny Frobish told Joe when they were on the stage. “Animal masks.”

Joe nodded. It made sense for an animal trainer to collect animal masks.

“Out of my way!” Zack said. He pushed his way past the kids to Dr. Zekey.

“Speaking of animals,” Joe whispered.

Zack whirled around with the mask on his face. The kids jumped back as he waved his hands and growled.

“Ha, ha!” Zack said, whipping off the mask. “You should have seen your faces! I wish I had this mask. Then I’d be the fish-faced monster of Bayport.”

Clang! Clang! Clang! A loud bell in the auditorium rang.

“This is a fire drill!” Ms. Vaughn announced. “Will all teachers please lead their classes outside to the schoolyard.”

“So this is why we had to bring our coats to assembly,” Joe told Frank.

“Should I bring my mask outside?” Dr. Zekey asked, taking his mask back from Zack.

“And my cookies?” Awesome Abe asked.

Your mask and cookies will be safe in the auditorium,” Ms. Vaughn promised. “Everyone must leave the building during a fire drill.”

Awesome Abe left his basket of cookies on his chair. Dr. Zekey placed his mask in the cardboard box on the floor.

“Last row exits first!” Ms. Vaughn shouted through the microphone.

The kids pulled on their jackets and hats. Then they followed their teachers out of the building.

“Why doesn’t this ever happen during a math quiz?” Chet sighed.

The classes lined up in the schoolyard. After twenty minutes the fire drill was over. The third- and fourth-grade classes returned to the auditorium.

“Maybe we’ll get to try on that awesome mask now,” Joe whispered.

“And eat those cookies,” Chet whispered back.

But as the kids took their seats Awesome Abe shouted out, “Ms. Vaughn! Someone took some of my cookies during the fire drill.”

“Oh, dear,” Dr. Zekey said. He pointed to his box on the floor. “My Fish of Plenty mask was in there when I left. Now it’s missing, too!”
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The Cookie Crumbles

I can’t understand it,” Ms. Vaughn gasped. “Everyone was outside during the fire drill. And the main entrance is always guarded, so no one can go back into the building.”

But what about the side door? Frank wondered. That leads right to the stage in the auditorium.

The Hardys watched as the teachers searched the auditorium. Everyone looked worried except for Zack. He was grinning—with a mouth smeared with chocolate.

“Hey, Frank, Chet,” Joe whispered, leaning over his chair. “I don’t know who stole the mask, but I think I know who stole the cookies.”

No one was able to find the mask in the auditorium. Ms. Vaughn and Dr. Zekey spoke quietly at the back of the stage. Then Ms. Vaughn turned to the students.

“Dr. Zekey and I think someone in the school stole the mask,” Ms. Vaughn said. “If the thief doesn’t come to my office by Friday afternoon, we will go to the police first thing Saturday morning.”

Ms. Vaughn called off the rest of the assembly. The students were quiet as they filed out of the auditorium. By the time recess came, the news of the missing mask had spread through the whole school.

“Now we’ll never get to try on that mask,” Joe said. “Or meet Miles.”

“Forget that,” Chet said. “We’ll never get those free chocolate-chip cookies.”

Frank, Joe, and Chet walked past the basketball court. Zack was standing there with his backpack on his shoulder.

“That’s weird,” Frank said. “Everyone leaves their backpacks in their classrooms during recess.”

“Unless that backpack is stuffed with stolen cookies,” Joe said. “And Zack’s looks pretty stuffed to me.”

“But we all left the auditorium together,” Chet said.

“Zack is sneaky,” Frank reminded Chet. “He could have run back for the cookies on the way out.”

The boys walked over to Zack.

“Hey, Zack!” Frank called. “Your back-pack looks kind of lumpy. What’s in it?”

“More Game Guys?” Joe asked.

Zack’s face was red as he clutched his backpack tighter. “None of your beeswax!” he growled. Then he stomped away.

“Come on, guys,” Chet said. He began to run. “You catch him, I’ll sit on him.”

Joe was about to chase Zack when he saw Peter Zekey walking by. Peter looked worried.

“Hi, Peter,” Joe said. “Sorry about your uncle’s mask.”

“It was all my fault,” Peter said sadly. “I’m the one who asked Uncle Carl to bring the mask to school. If he hadn’t, this would never have happened.”

“Don’t blame yourself, Peter,” Frank said. “Blame the thief.”

“And don’t worry about the mask, Pete,” Chet said. He smiled at Frank and Joe. “The Clues Brothers will find it.”

Frank and Joe stared at Chet. “What?” they asked at the same time.

“You wanted to find the missing cookies,” Chet said with a shrug. “The missing mask should be a piece of cake.”

“Chet, the missing mask is serious stuff,” Frank said.

“And you’re serious detectives,” Chet declared. He shook Peter’s hand. “Pete, your case is in good hands.”

“Wow, the Clues Brothers!” Peter said. “I heard you guys are awesome detectives. I feel a lot better now.”

Joe pulled Frank aside. “Maybe we should solve the case,” he whispered. “Peter’s really counting on us.”

“Okay, okay.” Frank sighed and turned to Peter. “But we have to ask Ms. Vaughn first.”

“Wakka-Wikka!” Peter said. “That means ‘thanks’ on the island of Ponga. My uncle taught me.”

The boys watched Peter leave.

“I wonder how you say ‘pass the ketchup’ in Ponga,” Chet said.

“Find out later,” Frank told Chet. “In the meantime, let’s go to Ms. Vaughn’s office right now. We don’t have much time.”

“Go to the principal’s office?” Chet asked. He shook his head. “And we’re not even in trouble.”

When the boys reached Ms. Vaughn’s office they saw her sitting behind her desk. On top of the desk was Dr. Zekey’s cardboard box.

“What is it now, boys?” Ms. Vaughn asked. “Are the sixth-graders hogging the dodgeballs again?”

“No, Ms. Vaughn,” Frank said. “My brother and I want to help find the missing mask.”

“We’ll work on the case all day,” Joe promised. “All night if our parents let us stay up.”

“You can count on the Clues Brothers,” Chet said proudly. He jabbed his chest with his thumb. “And their detective-in-training!”

“Sorry, boys,” Ms. Vaughn said. “But your detective work will only get in the way of your schoolwork.”

“Can we at least look in the box?” Joe begged. “Just for now?”

“But it’s empty,” Ms. Vaughn said.

“Maybe not,” Frank said. The boys looked inside the box. Frank ran his hand along the bottom. “Wait. There’s something under here.”

Frank lifted a cardboard flap and pulled out a piece of a cookie. “Whoa! Do you know what this means?”

Joe took the cookie and nodded. “Whoever stole the mask might also have stolen the cookies,” he said.

“Very good, boys,” Ms. Vaughn said.

“So will you let the Clues Brothers solve the case, Ms. Vaughn?” Chet asked.

Ms. Vaughn smiled. “Yes. But only until Saturday. If the mask isn’t returned by then I have to go to the police.”

“Thanks, Ms. Vaughn,” Frank said.

“Wakka-Wikka,” Chet said with a grin. “That means thanks, too.”

Joe slipped the cookie clue into his jacket pocket. Then they walked outside.

“Here’s what I think,” Frank said as the boys returned to the schoolyard. “The person who stole the mask and the cookies could have sneaked back into the auditorium through the side door.”

“And the mask wasn’t that big,” Joe said. “It could have fit inside a backpack easily.”

Frank’s eyes lit up. “Zack was acting weird about his backpack before. And his face was smeared with chocolate.”

“He also said he wanted to be the fish-faced monster of Bayport,” Joe said.

“Zack Jackson!” Chet growled. “Who else could the thief be?”

As the boys walked through the playground they saw Tanya Wilkins on the swings with her friend Kendra Wong.

“I can’t wait to celebrate Jimmy Han’s birthday,” Tanya told Kendra. “The whole fan club will be at Natasha Hernandez’s house this afternoon.”

Joe tried not to listen, but the girls were shouting to each other.

“A costume party!” Kendra said. “What a totally awesome idea!”

“And wait until you see my costume,” Tanya cried. “I’m going as the coolest sea creature you ever saw!”

The boys froze and stared at one another. Did she say “sea creature”?
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Twist and Shout!

You guys,” Joe whispered. He pulled Frank and Chet away from the swings. “Did you hear what I just heard?”

“I heard it, but I don’t believe it,” Frank whispered back. “Tanya couldn’t have stolen the Fish of Plenty mask.”

“Why not?” Chet asked.

“Because Tanya is big fan of karate and Jimmy Han,” Frank said. “In the movies Jimmy stands for justice and honesty.”

“Sure,” Chet groaned. “After he karate-chops your brains out.”

“Maybe Tanya just borrowed the mask,” Joe said. “She might be planning to return it after the party.”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Frank said. “We have to go to that party after school.”

“You mean crash it?” Joe asked.

Chet looked nervous. “All those kids are tops in our karate class,” he said. “They’ll chop us like sliced pepperonis!”

“It’s a costume party,” Frank said. “We can wear our Pumped-Up Power Patrol costumes. No one will know it’s us.”

“Good idea,” Joe said. The Pumped-Up Power Patrol costumes covered their bodies from their heads to their ankles. They had big helmets to disguise their faces.

“All we have to do is slip in with the other kids,” Frank said. “Then we’ll check out Tanya’s costume.”

“You check out her costume,” Chet said. “I’ll check out the chips and dip.”

• • •

After school the boys got permission to go to the party. They changed into their Pumped-Up Power Patrol costumes. Frank’s costume was gold. Joe’s was silver.

At four o’clock Mrs. Hardy drove Frank, Joe, and Chet to Natasha’s house.

“You boys didn’t mention this party until today,” Mrs. Hardy said as she drove. “Is it a surprise party?”

“Yeah, Mom,” Joe said.

“A surprise to us,” Chet mumbled. He lifted a gummy worm from his blue costume pocket.

“Gummy worms?” Joe cried. “You’re bringing gummy worms to a party?”

“I never leave home without them,” Chet said with a grin.

When they reached Natasha’s house, the boys pulled on their helmets. They got out of the car and walked to the door.

“The door is open,” Frank whispered through his helmet. “Just walk through with the other kids.”

But when the Hardys and Chet stepped up to the door, a big kid in a tiger suit held out his hand.

“Not so fast!” he growled. “Every costume has to be from a Jimmy Han movie. What movie are those costumes from?”

“Um,” Frank grunted.

“Er,” Chet mumbled.

“Jimmy Han Meets the Pumped-Up Power Patrol,” Joe said in a disguised voice.

“I never saw that movie,” the boy in the tiger costume said.

“Me neither,” Joe said. “They’re filming it right now. On the island of Ponga.”

The tiger boy’s eyes flew wide open. Then he grinned. “Cool. Come on in!”

Frank, Joe, and Chet slipped into the house and followed the music into the den.

“Wow,” Joe said, looking around the room. “This party rocks!”

The den was decorated with balloons and posters of Jimmy Han. Over a snack table was a big sign that read, “Happy Birthday, Jimmy.” The cake on the table was decorated with a bright red dragon.

Frank and Joe checked out the kids. They were dressed in all kinds of costumes. Some were dancing, some were eating, and some were doing karate kicks.

“Do you see Tanya anywhere?” Frank asked in a low voice.

“Not yet,” Joe said.

“All right!” Chet said. He began walking to the snack table. “They’ve got pigs in blankets and nacho chips.”

“Wait!” Frank said. He grabbed Chet’s shoulder. “You can’t eat here.”

“What do you mean?” Chet cried.

“If you eat you have to take off your helmet,” Frank whispered. “Then they’ll know who we are.”

“They’ll know who I am when they hear my stomach growl,” Chet whispered back.

“Attention, everyone!” a girl’s voice called.

The boys spun around and saw Natasha. She was dressed as the evil dog character in Jimmy Kicks Mutt.

“As we all know, Jimmy Han’s favorite party game is Twist-Up,” Natasha said. She pointed to a colorful mat on the floor. “So we’re going to play it, too.”

The other kids cheered. Natasha looked around the room. She smiled at Frank, Joe, and Chet.

“For the first round I choose—the Pumped-Up Power Patrol,” she said. “The silver one and the blue one.”

“That’s us,” Joe mumbled to Chet.

“I hate this game,” Chet muttered.

Joe and Chet walked over to the Twist-Up mat on the floor. It was covered with differently colored stars.

“You know the rules,” Natasha said. She held up a small box. “When I pick a card from this box, you have to touch the colored star that the card matches.”

Natasha reached into the box and pulled out a card. “Right hand on purple.”

Joe leaned all the way forward. He put his right hand on a purple star. Chet touched another purple star.

“Next is left hand on yellow,” Natasha said, holding up a card.

“Arrrgh!” Chet cried as he reached over Joe for a yellow star.

“You’re on top of me!” Joe whispered.

“I can’t help it!” Chet said.

Joe rolled his eyes. No wonder the game was called Twist-Up. He and Chet were twisted like pretzels.

“The next card says”—Natasha looked at the card—“right hand on green.”

Joe tried to move but he couldn’t. Chet didn’t move either.

Their helmets were stuck together!

“I said,” Natasha said, “right hand on green. Move already!”

“W-w-we can’t,” Chet stammered.

“Why not?” Natasha demanded.

“Our helmets,” Chet said. “They’re kind of locked.”

The room became quiet.

“Du-uh!” a boy in a wizard costume said. “Then take off your helmets!”

All the kids in the room except for Frank began to laugh.

“Take off your helmets!” the kids shouted. “Take off your helmets!”

Natasha raised her hands for attention. She stepped up to the mat.

“Who are you guys anyway?” she asked.

Joe and Chet didn’t answer.

A boy dressed as a spider pointed to Joe’s feet. “Hey!” he said. “Those are the blinking sneakers from the assembly today. That’s got to be Joe Hardy.”

Joe gulped. He had forgotten all about his sneakers!

“And look,” a girl dressed as a frog said. “There’s a gummy worm on the mat. There’s only one person I know who eats those gross things—Chet Morton!”

Joe groaned under his breath. The gummy worm must have fallen out of Chet’s pocket.

“Joe Hardy and Chet Morton?” Natasha cried. “I didn’t invite them!”
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Liar, Liar! Pants on Fire!

Busted!” Joe sighed.

Frank helped Chet and Joe remove their helmets. After they untwisted themselves, they walked over to Natasha.

“You’d better have a good reason for crashing my party!” Natasha told them.

“We do,” Joe said quickly. “We came to check out Tanya.”

“Oooh!” The kids giggled. They began making sloppy kissing noises.

“No!” Frank said. He felt his cheeks burn. “We think Tanya might have borrowed the missing Fish of Plenty mask.”

“Did someone say my name?”

Frank and Joe spun around and saw Tanya. She was dressed as a mermaid, but she wasn’t wearing a mask.

“That’s your sea creature costume?” Joe cried. “A mermaid?”

“It’s from Jimmy Takes a Dive,” Tanya said. She put her hands on her hips. “You were expecting the Loch Ness Monster?”

The girl in the frog costume pointed to Frank, Joe, and Chet. “They thought you stole the missing mask, Tanya,” she said.

“What?” Tanya cried. She pointed to a poster of Jimmy Han. “You know how Jimmy feels about stealing. It’s dishonorable!”

“We knew you wouldn’t steal it,” Frank said. “When we heard you talking about your sea-creature costume, we thought you’d . . . borrowed the mask.”

“Sorry, Tanya,” Joe said.

“That’s okay,” Tanya said with a smile. “I know that the Clues Brothers check out all possibilities.”

“Since you’re already here,” Natasha said, “do you guys want a slice of Jimmy’s birthday cake?”

“Sure!” Chet cried.

Natasha walked over to the cake. She raised her hand in the air and shouted:

“Eee-yaaaa!”

The boys ducked as Natasha karate-chopped the cake. Whipped cream and frosting splattered everywhere.

“Okay!” Natasha said, turning around. “Who wants the first slice?”

Frank and Joe looked at each other and gulped.

“Um . . . we’d better be going now,” Frank said politely. “Our dad is picking us up soon.”

Frank, Joe, and Chet walked quickly out of the room. They sat on the Hernandezes’ doorstep, waiting for Mr. Hardy to pick them up.

“That cake still looked good,” Chet sighed. “Even chopped up like that.”

Joe turned to Frank. “Now that we know Tanya doesn’t have the mask,” he said, “who do you think does?”

Frank shrugged. “The only suspect left is Zack.”

When Fenton Hardy’s car pulled up, the boys jumped in. Frank and Joe told their dad all about their case.

“Now we have only one suspect,” Frank said. “Zack Jackson.”

“And he won’t let us go near him,” Joe complained.

“In that case,” Mr. Hardy said, “why don’t you try to get Zack to come to you?”

“But how?” Frank wondered out loud.

“You’ll figure it out,” Mr. Hardy winked. “It’s part of being a detective.”

Frank and Joe thought about it as Mr. Hardy drove toward Chet’s house.

“Mr. Hardy?” Chet asked. “Are you still coming to our school tomorrow for Career Week?”

“You bet,” Mr. Hardy said. “And I’m bringing a real lie detector with me.”

“A lie detector!” Joe said excitedly. “Can you test one of the kids, Dad?”

“That might be fun,” Mr. Hardy agreed. “Which kid did you have in mind?”

Frank, Joe, and Chet looked at one another and grinned.

“That’s easy, Dad,” Joe said.

“Zack Jackson!” Frank said.

“But how do we get Zack to volunteer?” Chet asked.

“We’ll figure it out.” Joe smiled. “It’s all part of being a detective!”

• • •

The next morning, the third- and fourth-grade classes filed into the school auditorium. Mr. Hardy was sitting on the stage next to Mrs. Saris, the owner of Pizza Paradise.

“There’s my dad,” Joe told Kevin Saris.

“And there’s my mom,” Kevin said proudly. “She wore her pizza earrings for the big day.”

Joe felt someone tap his shoulder. He turned around and saw Peter Zekey.

“Well?” Peter whispered. “Did you find the thief yet?”

“Not yet,” Joe said. He looked at Zack from the corner of his eye. “But I think we’re getting close.”

Peter patted Joe’s shoulder. “You guys are the best!”

“Wakka-Wikka,” Joe replied.

When everyone was seated, Ms. Vaughn stepped up to the microphone.

“The thief still has not come forward,” Ms. Vaughn said. “But we will go on with Career Week as planned.”

Joe glanced at Zack again. The bully was slouched in his seat with his hands in his pocket.

“Now,” Ms. Vaughn said with a smile. “Our guests today are Kevin Saris’s mom, who will talk about the history of pizza—”

“Hi, kids!” Mrs. Saris said. She blew Kevin a sloppy kiss. “Hi, Kevin, honey!”

“Aw, Maaa!” Kevin groaned.

Ms. Vaughn went on. “—And Frank and Joe Hardy’s father, Detective Fenton Hardy, who will demonstrate a real lie detector.”

The kids whispered excitedly as a teacher wheeled over the lie detector. It looked like a flat box with sheets of graph paper on the top.

“Hi, kids,” Mr. Hardy said, walking up to the lie detector. “This is called a polygraph or lie detector. You’ve probably seen one on TV, right?”

Most of the kids in the auditorium nodded and said yes.

“Then you know that there is someone who asks the questions and someone who answers them,” Mr. Hardy said. He looked around the auditorium. “First we’ll need a volunteer to ask the questions. Anybody?”

“Me!” Frank cried. He had never jumped up so fast in his life.

“Come on up, Frank,” Ms. Vaughn said.

As Frank ran up on the stage, Mr. Hardy turned to the audience again.

“Now,” he said. “Who wants to be our number one suspect?”

Joe winked over his shoulder at Chet. He watched as Chet slipped a rubber spider down the back of Zack’s shirt.

“Ahhh!” Zack shouted. He jumped up, waving his arms. “Ahhh!”

“Zack wants to do it!” Joe shouted. “He’s waving both hands!”

“Huh?” Zack gasped. The spider dropped out of his shirt as he stared at the lie detector. “Me?”

“Don’t be shy, Zack,” Mr. Hardy said.

“Aw, okay,” Zack said. He stomped up on the stage. Mr. Hardy directed him to sit in the chair next to the lie detector.

Joe gave Chet a thumbs-up sign. The old spider trick had worked.

“Now, the first thing we do is buckle these straps across the suspect’s chest,” Mr. Hardy said. He fastened the straps across Zack’s gray sweatshirt.

“I feel like Frankenstein,” Zack complained.

Mr. Hardy smiled. “When a person lies, his body gives off different signals,” he explained. “The lie detector picks up those signals and records them with a moving pen right here on the graph.”

“Can I ask Zack some questions now, Dad?” Frank asked, rubbing his hands.

“Go ahead, Frank,” Mr. Hardy said. “Start with some easy ones.”

Frank turned to Zack. “Do you like pistachio ice cream?” he asked.

“No way,” Zack growled.

“Okay,” Frank said. He leaned over to Zack. “Did you steal Awesome Abe’s chocolate-chip cookies from his basket during the fire drill yesterday?”

Everyone gasped.

Zack’s face turned as white as a ghost’s. “No!” he shouted.

Frank looked Zack in the eye. “Did you steal the Fish of Plenty mask?”

“No!” Zack exclaimed even louder.

Frank glanced at the lie detector. The pen was scribbling like wild.

“Oh, yeah?” Frank said. He grabbed the arms of Zack’s chair. “Then where were you on the morning of December—”

“Frank!” Ms. Vaughn interrupted. “What on earth is going on here?”

Frank dusted off his hands. “No further questions.”

“There better not be,” Zack warned. “I didn’t steal any cookies. And I sure didn’t steal that dumb fish-face mask!”

Mr. Hardy pulled the sheet of paper from the lie detector. He held it up and looked at it. “According to this graph, Zack,” he said, “you did.”
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Unusual Suspect

Yes!” Frank cheered under his breath. The lie detector proved that Zack had stolen the cookies—and the mask.

“Zack?” Ms. Vaughn said. “Do you have some explaining to do?”

“Okay. I confess. I did steal the Awesome Abe cookies,” Zack said. “When everyone was leaving the building for the fire drill, I ran back and stuffed some cookies in my backpack.”

“Cut to the chase, Zack!” Joe shouted out. “What about the mask?”

“I stole that, too!” Zack confessed. He turned to Mr. Hardy. “Are you going to tell my mom?”

“Tell us about the mask, Zack,” Ms. Vaughn said sternly.

Zack rolled his eyes. “It was all the way back in kindergarten. I thought Kevin would have forgotten about it by now.”

“Kevin? Kindergarten?” Ms. Vaughn said. “What are you talking about, Zack?”

“When I was six years old I stole Kevin Saris’s superhero mask,” Zack explained. “While he was in the bathroom.”

“So it was you, Zack Jackson!” Mrs. Saris shouted. “No more extra cheese on your pizzas, young man!”

“Ma!” Kevin begged. “Please!”

“Does that mean you didn’t steal the mask from Ponga?” Frank asked Zack.

“Are you nuts?” Zack cried. “That thing probably has some evil curse on it.”

Everyone gasped.

“You can sit down now, Zack,” Ms. Vaughn said. “And tonight you’ll write a five-page composition on why you should not steal.”

“Bummer,” Zack muttered as Mr. Hardy unstrapped him.

Ms. Vaughn turned to the microphone.

“That was a very informative demonstration,” she said. “But now let’s turn our attention to Mrs. Saris from Pizza Paradise.”

Mrs. Saris’s pizza earrings jangled as she walked up to the microphone.

“Did you kids know that pizza muffins aren’t really pizzas?” she began.

Frank took his seat. He leaned over and whispered to Joe. “Now we have zero suspects,” he said.

“Don’t remind me,” Joe groaned.

When the assembly was over, the boys waved goodbye to their dad. Then they followed their classes out of the auditorium.

“Let’s skip recess today,” Frank whispered to Joe and Chet.

“Skip recess?” Joe gasped.

“Are you completely crackers?” Chet said. “Skipping recess is like skipping dessert. And I never do that.”

“Calm down,” Frank said. “I want to look for more clues in Ms. Vaughn’s office. That’s where Dr. Zekey’s box is.”

As the third- and fourth-grade classes filed out of the building to the schoolyard, the boys stayed behind.

“You guys?” Chet asked as they walked down the hall to Ms. Vaughn’s office. “Maybe Zack is right. Maybe the Fish of Plenty mask is cursed.”

“Cursed?” Frank laughed.

Chefs eyes were flashing. “Maybe it wasn’t even stolen. Maybe it just grew arms and legs and walked out of here.”

“No way,” Joe said with a grin. “Fish don’t have arms and legs, remember?”

When they reached Ms. Vaughn’s office, the door was closed. Joe lifted his arm to knock, but Frank grabbed it.

“Wait,” he said. “It sounds as if Ms. Vaughn is on the phone.”

“Maybe she’s calling the police,” Chet said. “About the missing mask.”

The boys pressed their ears against the door.

“Oh, Phyllis,” Ms. Vaughn was saying. “I’m so glad it’s Friday. I can’t wait to go home after school and relax in my new mask.”

“Mask?” Chet gasped. Frank and Joe clapped their hands over his mouth.

“But don’t tell anyone about it, Phyllis,” Ms. Vaughn went on. “The mask is a big, big secret!”

Frank, Joe, and Chet backed away from the door. They stared at one another.

“The mask?” Joe whispered.

“A secret?” Chet gasped.

Frank stared at the closed door. “Could Ms. Vaughn be the thief?”
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Teacher Creature

Ms. Vaughn a thief?” Joe exclaimed. “But she’s our principal!”

“Maybe she leads a double life,” Chet said. “Like those criminals we see on that TV show—America’s Most Hunted.”

“Dad always says a good detective checks out all possible suspects,” Frank said. “So I guess we have to check out Ms. Vaughn, too.”

“She lives in that yellow house on Gull Street,” Joe said. “We visited it once before, remember?”

“Yeah,” Chet said nervously. “But a visit and a stakeout are two different things.”

During the rest of the afternoon, the boys couldn’t think of anything besides Ms. Vaughn’s mysterious phone call.

When school was over, Frank, Joe, and Chet got permission to ride their bikes to Gull Street. When they reached Ms. Vaughn’s house, they parked their bikes against a tree.

“There it is,” Chet whispered.

The boys stood quietly, staring at the yellow house. Their dark knit hats were stretched low over their heads.

“There’s an open window in the front,” Frank said. “Let’s go for it.”

The boys crouched down low as they crept toward the house. As they neared the window Joe saw lights flickering inside.

“It looks like Ms. Vaughn is burning something,” Frank said in a low voice.

“Maybe it’s a secret ceremony.” Joe said. His eyes were flashing. “Maybe she’s wearing the mask and burning all the comics and action figures she’s taken away from us in school.”

Chet shivered. “Too creepy!”

Frank, Joe, and Chet crouched down under the window.

“When I count to three,” Frank whispered, “let’s peek in the window. Ready? One, two, three—”

The boys raised their heads and looked inside.

Joe could see candles but not Ms. Vaughn. “Where is she?” he whispered.

Frank shrugged. “I don’t—”

Suddenly a frightening face popped up in the window. It was completely covered with dark green, crusty mud!

“Ahhhhh!” Frank and Joe screamed.

“It’s a mud monster!” Chet yelled.

“Eeeeek!” the face screamed back.

Frank and Joe knew that scream. It wasn’t a mud monster—it was Ms. Vaughn!

“M-Ms. V-Vaughn?” Joe stammered. “Is that you? What happened?”

The mud on Ms. Vaughn’s face began to crack as she frowned.

“Never mind that,” Ms. Vaughn snapped. “Why were you boys peeking in my window?”

The boys were silent.

“We were playing soccer,” Chet said quickly. “And the ball flew through your window. Did you see it?”

Frank rolled his eyes. Lying to the principal was not a good idea.

“It’s like this, Ms. Vaughn,” Frank said. “We heard you saying that you were going to relax with a mask on. We thought it was the missing mask.”

“You said it was a secret, too,” Joe added. “That’s what made us think you might have . . . taken it.”

Ms. Vaughn pointed to her face.

“This is my special Amazing Amazon Mud Mask,” she said. “It’s my beauty secret!”

“Beauty secret?” Joe gulped.

Not only was it the wrong mask—it was the wrong secret, too!

“We’re sorry, Ms. Vaughn,” Frank said. “We were just trying to find the missing mask.”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Ms. Vaughn said. “Too much detective work and not enough schoolwork.”

“But it’s Friday,” Frank said. “We can spend the whole weekend looking for more suspects and clues.”

“Remember what I said, boys,” Ms. Vaughn told them. “I’m going to the police tomorrow to report the missing mask.”

“Does that mean you want us to give up the case?” Joe asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Ms. Vaughn said. She looked at her watch and gasped. “Gracious! If I don’t wash this mask off right now, I’ll have to chisel it off!”

Ms. Vaughn yanked down the shade. The boys turned around and walked slowly back to their bikes.

“It’s not fair,” Chet complained.

“What?” Frank asked. “That Ms. Vaughn wants us to quit?”

“No,” Chet said. “That grownups get to put mud on their faces and kids have to wash it off. Too weird.”

“What do we do now?” Joe asked.

“You heard Ms. Vaughn,” Frank said. “She told us to quit.”

“The Clues Brothers never quit!” Joe exclaimed. “Besides, Peter is counting on us to find his uncle’s mask.”

As the boys climbed on their bikes, Frank wrinkled his nose. “What’s that nasty smell?” he asked.

Chet sniffed Joe’s jacket. “It’s coming from Joe’s pocket.”

“It is?” Joe said. He reached inside his jacket pocket and smiled. “It’s the chocolate-chip cookie clue. It’s been in my pocket since yesterday.”

“That’s weird,” Chet said. “I once forgot about some cookies in my backpack. They were in there for a week and they didn’t stink. In fact, they tasted great.”

“Why don’t you just trash it, Joe?” Frank said. “It smells worse than your gym locker on a hot day.”

Joe clutched his pocket. “No way! It’s the only clue we have left.”

The Hardys and Chet pedaled home. As they rode down Bay Street they passed Awesome Abe’s Cookie Shop.

“Stop!” Chet yelled. His bicycle screeched as he slowed down. “I never pass Awesome Abe’s without going inside.”

“Okay,” Frank said. “Maybe we can all use some cookies to cheer us up.”

“Now you’re talking!” Joe grinned.

They parked their bikes in front of Awesome Abe’s and walked inside. The smell of hot cookies made the boys smile.

“Hi, guys,” Abe said. He was standing behind the counter, wearing a red apron. “What kind of cookies can I get you?”

“I’ll have a bag of Ricka Racka Firecracker Crunch,” Chet said.

“And I’ll have two Funky Chunky Chewies,” Frank said.

Abe looked at Joe. “How about you?”

“I’ll just have a plain chocolate-chip cookie,” Joe said. He pulled the cookie clue from his pocket. “Like the ones you brought to our school yesterday.”

Abe leaned over the counter. He stared at the cookie and frowned.

“That, young man,” he said, “is not an Awesome Abe cookie.”

“It’s not?” Joe said. He handed the cookie to Abe. “Then what is it?”

Abe held the cookie with one hand, and his nose with the other.

“This is a Chimpy Treat!”
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Curse? Or Worse?

Chimpy Treat?” Joe cried. “You mean those things that Mr. Frobish was feeding Miles the Cleanup Chimp?”

Abe nodded. “Before assembly, Mr. Frobish was bragging how much Chimpy Treats looked like my chocolate-chip cookies,” he said. “I was never so insulted in my life.”

Chet shook his head. “But what was a Chimpy Treat doing in Dr. Zekey’s box?”

Joe looked at the Chimpy Treat. Then it clicked.

“Frank, Chet,” Joe said. “Can we go outside for a minute?”

When they were outside, Joe waved his arms. “That’s it!” he said. “Mr. Frobish must have stolen the mask!”

“The animal trainer?” Chet asked. “Why would he want a mask?”

“Danny told me that his dad collects animal masks,” Joe said.

“But Mr. Frobish had to leave during the fire drill like everyone else,” Frank said. “He probably took Miles, too.”

“Mr. Frobish and Miles could have sneaked back through the side door,” Joe said.

“Tomorrow is Saturday,” Frank said. “Let’s meet tomorrow morning in front of the Frobish house. Maybe we can go inside and look for clues.”

“Cool!” Joe said. “Is that okay with you, Chet?”

“It depends,” Chet said. He gulped. “Does Mr. Frobish train tigers, too?”

• • •

The next morning Frank and Joe met Chet in front of the Frobish house. Mr. Frobish was in the front yard, training a bulldog. The dog wore a clown hat and a ruffled collar.

“Come on, Duncan!” Mr. Frobish called. He held a hoop in the air. “Jump!”

The bulldog sat on the grass and rolled his eyes.

“Why doesn’t he use a dog biscuit?” Joe whispered.

“Shh!” Frank warned.

But Mr. Frobish heard them. He turned around and waved.

“Hi!” he called. “If you’re here to visit Danny, he’s inside the house.”

“Thanks, Mr. Frobish,” Frank said.

The boys walked across the lawn to the house. When they rang the doorbell, Danny opened the door. He looked happy to see them.

“Hey, guys,” Danny said. “What’s up?”

“Um . . . I think I left my notebook in school yesterday,” Joe said, thinking fast. “Can I see the vocabulary list?”

Danny shrugged.

“No problem.” he said. He waved his hand. “Come on in.”

Yes! Joe thought as they followed Danny into the house. All systems go!

The entrance hall was filled with animal masks hanging on the walls.

“This is my dad’s animal-mask collection,” Danny said. He took off a donkey mask and held it over his face. “Hee-haw! Hee-haw! Hee-haw!”

While Danny was busy making donkey noises, Joe turned to Frank.

“I don’t see the Fish of Plenty mask, do you?” Joe mumbled to Frank from the corner of his mouth.

“Nope,” Frank mumbled back. “But we have to lose Danny so we can look through the house.”

“Hee-haw!” Danny went on. “Hee—”

“Cool donkey mask, Danny,” Joe interrupted. “But how about that list?”

“Wait here,” Danny said. He hung up the mask. “I’ll go upstairs and get it.”

“Remember. I need Thursday’s vocabulary list,” Joe said as Danny walked up the staircase. “The third Thursday in September.”

Danny froze. “That was two months ago!” he complained.

Joe shrugged. “Those were my favorite words.”

Danny sighed and walked up the stairs. When the boys heard his bedroom door shut they turned to each other.

“This is it!” Frank said. “Let’s pick a room and search it.”

The Hardys and Chet ran down a hall. There were three closed doors.

“Which one?” Chet asked.

Joe began to point. “Eenie meenie minie mo. Catch a tiger by the—”

“Don’t say tiger!” Chet begged. “Not in this house!”

“Shh!” Frank said. He could hear animal noises coming from behind one door.

He grabbed the doorknob and gave it a twist. The door opened, and the boys stepped inside.

“Wow!” Joe gasped. The room was filled with animal cages and tanks. There were guinea pigs, parrots, rabbits—even a long, colorful snake!

“Check out all these pets!” Chet cried. “Is Danny lucky or what?”

While the animals squawked and chirped, Frank looked around the room. There wasn’t much furniture, only a few chairs, a table, and the black trunk with yellow bananas painted on the top.

“Hey, wait a minute,” Frank said, looking at the trunk. “That’s the trunk that belonged to Miles.”

“Do you think Mr. Frobish stashed the mask inside the trunk?” Joe asked.

“There’s only one way to find out,” Frank said. With Joe and Chet behind him he kneeled down and opened the latch.

But just as he was about to lift the lid—

“Eeek! Eeek! Eeek!”

The boys spun around. Then they screamed. The Fish of Plenty mask was running toward them—with hairy arms and legs!

“It’s true! It’s true!” Chet shrieked. “The mask is cursed! And it’s coming for us!”
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The Chimp Comes Clean

Eeek! Eeek!” the creature screamed.

“That’s no curse!” Frank shouted. “That’s Miles the Cleanup Chimp!”

Miles yanked the mask off. He grinned at the boys with big white teeth.

“Aha!” Joe said. “Mr. Frobish did steal the missing mask after all. Why else would Miles have it?”

The chimp let out a loud screech. Then he dropped the mask and jumped on Joe’s back.

“Ahhh!” Joe screamed. “Get off of meeeee!”

The animals squawked and chirped while Joe spun around with Miles on his back.

“He’s reaching for your pocket, Joe!” Chet yelled out.

“Pocket?” Frank said. “Joe, did you ever throw away that skeevy Chimpy Treat?”

“No!” Joe cried. “But I wish I had!”

Loud animal noises filled the room until a voice shouted out: “Miles!”

The Hardys and Chet whirled around. Mr. Frobish was standing at the door.

“What are you doing out of your cage?” Mr. Frobish demanded. “Bad chimp! Bad chimp!”

Miles jumped down from Joe’s back. He covered his face with his hands.

“Hey, Joe!” Danny called, running into the room. “Guess what? I found the vocabulary list.”

“Thanks,” Joe muttered.

Mr. Frobish walked over to Miles. “It seems to be Miles’s new trick—escaping from his cage.”

“Speaking of tricks, Mr. Frobish,” Frank said. “How come Miles had the missing mask?”

“The missing mask?” Mr. Frobish asked.

Danny pointed to the mask on the floor next to Miles. “Look, Dad. It’s the Fish of Plenty mask!”

“It is the mask,” Mr. Frobish said. His eyes were wide. “Dr. Zekey showed it to me before the assembly.”

Why is Mr. Frobish acting so surprised? Joe wondered.

“I don’t understand it.” Mr. Frobish took off his baseball cap and scratched his head. “How did the mask get in here?”

“You mean you don’t know?” Frank asked. “What were you doing during the fire drill?”

“When the fire drill started I was coming out of the teachers’ lounge,” Mr. Frobish explained. “Awesome Abe left us a plate of cookies there.”

“Really?” Chet asked. He smacked his lips. “What kind?”

Joe gave Chet a nudge.

“When I heard that we all had to leave, I tried to get Miles,” Mr. Frobish said. “But a teacher came over and told me I had to leave the building right away.”

“So you left Miles in his cage during the fire drill?” Joe asked.

“I had to,” Mr. Frobish said. “After the fire drill I checked up on Miles. He was safe in his cage so I went back to the teachers’ lounge.”

“Why didn’t you come back to the auditorium?” Joe asked.

“I did,” Mr. Frobish said. “But when I got to the auditorium, the assembly was over. I took Miles out the side door and drove home.”

“If Miles escaped from his cage here,” Frank said, “he might have escaped during the fire drill, too.”

“And I’ll bet Miles cleaned up the stage then,” Joe said. “That’s why he took the mask and put it in his trunk.”

“Impossible,” Mr. Frobish said. He tugged at the whistle around his neck. “Miles only cleans when he hears a whistle.”

“You guys,” Chet said. “Ms. Vaughn blows her whistle dozens of times during a fire drill. Maybe Miles heard it.”

Danny turned to the chimp. “Is it true, Miles? Did you put the mask inside your trunk?”

Miles sat down on the floor. He buried his head in his hands.

“I guess I trained Miles a little too well,” Mr. Frobish said. He turned to Miles. “No more Chimpy Treats until you stop escaping from your cage.”

Miles looked up. He stuck out his tongue and made a loud noise.

“That explains how the Chimpy Treat got into the box,” Frank said. “Miles must have dropped it while he was taking out the mask.”

“I’m sorry, guys,” Mr. Frobish said. He took a parrot off its perch with his finger. “If there’s anything I can do to make up for this mess, please tell me.”

Joe grinned. “Oh, there is.”

“Name it,” Mr. Frobish said.

“Can I borrow Miles to clean up my room?” Joe asked.

Frank rolled his eyes. “You need King Kong to clean your room, Joe!” he said.

“Very funny,” Joe said with a grin.

“The Clues Brothers solved another case,” Chet said. He rubbed his hands together. “This calls for a celebration at Pizza Paradise, right?”

Frank shook his head. “Before we do anything, let’s bring the mask to Ms. Vaughn’s house. She can call Dr. Zekey and give him the news.”

“Do you think Dr. Zekey will be surprised?” Chet asked.

“Are you kidding?” Joe grinned. He patted Miles on the head. “He’ll go ape!”

After saying goodbye to the Frobishes and the animals, Frank, Chet, and Joe headed for Ms. Vaughn’s house.

Her car was still in the driveway, which meant she hadn’t gone to the police station yet.

“Surprise!” Joe cried as Ms. Vaughn opened the door. He had the mask over his face.

“The Fish of Plenty mask!” Ms. Vaughn cried happily. “How did you ever find it?”

“We used our animal instincts,” Chet joked.

“Actually, it’s a long story, Ms. Vaughn,” Frank said. “You see—”

“Tell me later,” Ms. Vaughn said excitedly. “I want to call Dr. Zekey right now to give him the good news.”

Joe lifted the mask and smiled. “I guess this means we’ll have a lot more Career Weeks at school, right, Ms. Vaughn?”

“Oh, yes,” Ms. Vaughn said. “But you boys already have careers.”

The Hardys and Chet looked at one another.

“We do?” Joe asked.

“Sure,” Ms. Vaughn said with a smile. “You’re all great detectives!”
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